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1. Introduction
1. Aim ,
This research, originally undertaken as part of a B.A.(Honours) Degree in Anthropology, 
has several aims. Firstly, it aims to reveal the various community options available to 
women in rural Transkei for coping with their domestic activities in the face of the 
large-scale absence of men. It will analyse the rationale behind the choices and their 
consequences for the women’s workload.
Secondly, this will illuminate gender and generational roles and attitudes of community 
members, present and absent, in the community. The focus, in this case, will be 
predominantly on women, however.
Thirdly, and finally, this research will analyse the relationships of power between men 
and women, and between adults and children by examining the various influences, such 
as religion and education, which constrain and coerce their behaviour and attitudes.
From this, we should be left with an illuminating picture of the forces under which women 
operate in rural Transkei; and with some insight into their behaviour and attitudes, their 
beliefs and aspirations and into their lives.
2. Method
This research was conducted in the anthropological tradition of intensive fieldwork 
involving participation in the community through the medium of a skilled interpreter. 
Unfortunately the time limitations of an honours course precluded truly extensive periods 
of stay, consequently three sessions totalling five weeks were spent in the field acquiring 
data. The research methods utilised included the collection of both qualitative and 
quantitative data through interviews, participant-observation, and filming on video the 
daily domestic activities, as well as specific ritual behaviour of the subjects. Due to the 
short field stay, a large proportion of the data was collected through interviews.
3. Local Context
The area of research is a remote sub-ward (called Chweba, for our purposes) in a 
peripheral ward, Shixini, of the Transkei. It has poor communication with the rest of the 
country; no railroad, no tar roads, and scarce school and health facilities. A daily bus 
service to the nearest town, Willowvale (about 30km away), runs from a local trading 
store about an hour’s walk from this area, but is poorly utilised due to the relatively high 
ticket costs involved.
The research concentrates on four households in the Chweba sub-ward. Located in a 
small cluster, three of the four are agnatically related, while the fourth shares no bond
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of kinship with the others but enjoys close, co-operative neighbourhood and friendship 
ties.
The composition of each household differs, offering interesting insights into the varying 
degrees of hardship encountered, and the resourcefulness which each household 
projects to rise to the challenge of surviving within the migrant labour system.
Problems of unemployment and malnutrition are of central importance to local inhabi­
tants. Another problem of critical importance is the "betterment" scheme (or agricultural 
"planning and reclamation" scheme as it is known today) which is threatening the 
community. Initiated in 1980, and agreed to under pressure of having their homes 
bulldozed, this scheme aims to divide the present rural setting into distinct arable, 
residential and grazing areas to improve land use, reduce soil erosion and overgrazing, 
and to consolidate arable and residential areas into single, discrete blocks.
McAllister says of the scheme that in one of the new residential areas being planned, 
“the residents of three sub-wards are to be concentrated into an area that is smaller 
than any one of those three" (1986 : 474, 475). The people themselves feel that this 
scheme forecasts the social disintegration of the community and they experience a 
strong sense of "hopelessness, intrusion, powerlessness, anger, deprivation and loss 
of autonomy"(ibid).
With regard to women’s domestic activities, the slow implementation of resettlement has 
only a limited effect on labour by restricting certain areas of work, such as hut building 
or cultivation of new fields. Headmen would refuse (although not always) the allocation 
of new land where a field was eroded, or refuse permission to build a hut when 
requested, due to the insecurity of not knowing whether a new field cultivated or a hut 
built today would have to be deserted tomorrow.
However, resettlement threatens households in other ways which can give rise to intense 
generational conflict. Households can function without agriculture (as many do), but not 
without a cash income needed to pay taxes, to buy seed, fertilizer and fencing, and so 
on. Therefore, an implication of the resettlement scheme is its potential to accommodate 
the establishment of independent homesteads by the economically self-reliant youth. 
This is seen as aiding the breakdown of social networks on which the older generations 
depend as a source of labour and income.
Thus, even while households got on, apparently cheerfully, with the daily activities 
necessary for their survival, an undercurrent of uncertainty, confusion and anger 
characterised the atmosphere and context in which much of the research took place.
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4. Methodology
Unit o f analysis
An important methodological problem is the selection of the ‘unit of analysis’. While all 
research must be located within its wider political and economic context, under such 
severe time constraints too broad a focus would necessitate the superficial collection 
of data and subsequent analysis. This research thus focuses on four homesteads using 
the household as the most convenient unit of study.
In the Shixini ward, residential sites are predominantly composed of single extended 
family households, some of whose members have access to a state pension or social 
security fund. In using the household as the unit of analysis, it is essential not to view 
this extended family in isolation of its wider context - as a static, unchanging concept 
which ignores fluctuations in membership and the exploitation of kin and neighbourhood 
networks.
The mobility of migrant labour, which draws a large proportion of the workforce away 
from the community, has a strong influence on women’s domestic activities. The 
presence or absence of men in the homestead determines the cash flow and labour 
available; which, in turn, influences the domestic strategies of women, such as the 
fostering of children or taking of lovers for, among other things, economic reasons. Thus 
the household, isolated from its wider political and economic context, is an unsound 
theoretical tool.
Furthermore, an isolated household in a context where men are largely absent or 
peripheral implies the tendency toward a matrilocal family. Research by Webster in 
KwaZulu (1987) reveals that this is not necessarily so. Women still obtain their status, 
their access to material resources (such as land and a major proportion of their income) 
and their influence, directly from, or indirectly in terms of, their husbands and their place 
in the community (ibid : 36). Thus, the household must be viewed as a broad, flexible 
concept which has the ability to demonstrate variability in structure and content.
That this is the case in the Transkei as well is confirmed by McAllister’s research (1985). 
In his analysis of the beer drink ritual surrounding the releasing of the widow from her 
period of mourning, it becomes obvious that, even if ‘grass’ and real widows appear to 
have greater independence in the absence of men, their role in the community is still 
defined by the males present in the community who control the ritual aspects of the 
community. This research shows that this masculine definition is maintained and 
perpetuated by the women as well.
Diana Wong (cited in Webster, 1987 :13) also argues that the household should not be 
defined too narrowly or in isolation. For example, the household, Wong says, should 
not be simplistically defined as an "income pool" or "collective consumption fund" as,
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firstly, this neglects individual incomes such as those earned by women in the informal 
sector which they often keep for themselves; and, secondly, it denies the significance 
of inter-household relations such as the distribution of people through co-operative work 
or the fostering of children which helps to maintain the household and perpetuate the 
community.
Wong makes a major contribution to the debate with her argument that "for women and 
children in particular, units other than the household may, in times of crisis, be crucial 
to their survival" (p59, in Webster, 1987 : 13). The critical reliance on migrant labour 
earnings which leaves many women and children occupying homesteads alone and 
struggling to cope makes it imperative that the household be viewed as inclusive of its 
absent, remitting members and in the context of its network of relationships with the 
wider community. The fluctuating composition of the homestead makes it necessary to 
divide membership into present and absent.
Of the ties extending out of the homestead that are vital to the survival of the household, 
the conjugal tie between husband and wife and the linear tie between parents and 
children have the strongest moral and jural set of rights and obligations. The collateral 
tie, for example, between a wife and her absent husband’s resident sister, has fewer 
moral obligations or rights; while those ties which are based simply on goodwill, such 
as between friends and neighbours, can usually be relied on in crisis but involve limited 
moral obligation compared to the other ties.
Exploiting Webster’s contribution to the debate, the household, as a useful unit of 
analysis in this case, can be defined as a concept which includes:
(i) a group of people of fluctuating size (thus including absent, remitting 
members)
(ii) who share access and usufruct to a common residential site (which 
may be ephemeral),
(iii) who co-operate economically and usually pool income,
(iv) and who interact socially and economically with other households 
and individuals (Webster, 1987 : 22).
In this light, the household is not a static, delimiting concept, but rather a flexible, mobile 
tool for investigating the "complexity and fluidity of relations between people in interac­
tion" (Van der Waal, 1988 :14). It may appear to be a simple bounded unit, but is in fact 
embedded in a complex collectivity of relationships all of which influence women’s 
activities. Thus, in this context, the household is a valuable unit of analysis for trying to 
understand human reality.
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With the household as the major analytical concept, Guyer (1981 :99) argues that one 
can only get an idea of the economic relationship between women and absent men, 
and nothing of the physical or emotional. However, the latter is not the focus of this 
study; rather, it facilitates the direct study of women’s activities, something badly 
neglected until recently. By comparing households with adult men present against those 
where men are absent, as well as those with children and those without, one can get 
an idea of the extent of work and responsibility left to women in the absence of their 
men. In this way, women’s roles in each household; and their resourcefulness, and their 
necessary strategies for survival, can be compared. This illuminates the actual (as 
opposed to the ideal) role of women in the society and gives an idea of how subordinate 
women are, compared to the given ideology. From this the flexibility of the patriarchal 
system for accommodating change in women’s roles can be deduced.
Confidential data
The difficulty of cross-checking certain confidential data on women’s lovers presented 
another methodological and ethical problem. Even when being interviewed, the women 
are highly conscious of the need for discretion on the subject for fear of being criticized 
by their family, ostracized by the community, and possibly beaten or even divorced by 
their husbands for their infidelity. They would thus simply stop talking if even one of their 
neighbours (who was also a friend and/or kin) was in the room. The interpreter, although 
Transkeian, was not local in the sense of coming directly from the community. She lived 
in the nearby town (about 30 kilometres away) and thus appeared to present no threat. 
Furthermore, research done in the area over the previous decade and more by fellow 
anthropologists established a tone of trust and the interviewers were readily accepted 
into the community.
While the adult women each stated explicitly that they knew that all the other women 
with absent husbands also took lovers, they rarely volunteered any information or 
gossiped on their neighbour’s infidelities. The subject of lovers is taboo and not for open, 
communal discussion. In private, however, the women opened up quite readily on their 
own ‘affairs’.
Perhaps the knowledge that their neighbours knew of their ‘affairs’, and not being sure 
whether they would be discreet about it, thus possibly revealing any ‘cover stories’ they 
might elaborate, encouraged the women to be open and honest about their own 
relationships with other men. The sensitivity of the anthropologist to her subject’s 
position, in this case the desire for discretion in front of others, serves to instil a measure 
of confidence in her.
The impossibility of double-checking information given in such confidentiality in such a 
short timespan is highly problematic. A longer stay would facilitate the identification and 
observation (in a limited fashion!) of the extent of economic as opposed to personal
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interaction between the wife of the absent homestead head and her lover. Thus, only a 
very general discussion is possible with regard to more covert strategies, such as the 
lover’s role in domestic activities, employed by women to get by.
A clarification o f concepts: ‘traditional’ and ‘community’
The word ‘tradition’ is very often used in the general sense of the "transmission of culture1' 
(Spiegel and Boonzaaier, 1988 : 40), of the handing down of ideas, conventions and 
practices from generation to generation. In this sense, it assumes the status of being 
age-old and unchanging, and therefore casts upon the speaker and the subject a mantle 
of unquestioned legitimacy. The user of the word ‘tradition’ can, therefore, manipulate 
the hearer in his favour: to gain, maintain or challenge existing power and privilege. As 
Spiegel and Boonzaaier say, the use of the concept of tradition can be used to "lead 
people to confuse the reality of the past with recreated images of the past"(ibid).
Yet, while the concept of ‘tradition’ has generally been used to imply culture as 
unchanging and homogeneous, ‘tradition’ (as culture) is not entirely static. Thus, the 
concept is an adaptable, manipulable, political resource which can be used for "coping 
with the process of social adjustment to changed circumstances" (ibid : 53).
In this respect, ‘tradition’ is both a tool for conservatism and for resistance (ibid : 47). 
In rural Transkei, for example, men use the term to protect their power in the face of 
change, in the face of their daily powerlessness in the urban, ‘white’ areas. They do this 
by using it to legitimize and glorify the past. In this respect, ‘tradition’ also operates as 
a tool of resistance against change and, in so doing, it somtlimes serves to oppress 
women by preventing them from changing with the times. In making women the 
protectors of culture, of ‘tradition’, the past is glorified and the tacit assumption flowing 
from this is that it should not be changed. Yet the women operate under the pressure 
of change and so must change themselves. Lacking the social authority, however, their 
responses to change become devious and underhand as they often share the assump­
tion that ‘tradition’ should be protected. Thus, both the men and women, in using and 
accepting ‘tradition’ as worthy of perpetuating, operate to preserve the status quo; that 
is, a patriarchal system of male dominance over women.
Ramphele and Boonzaaier (in Boonzaaier and Sharp, 1988:166) also see "tradition" as 
being a term abused for purposes of control. They say:
"The oppression they [Black men] suffer in the wider society acts as a 
paradigm for their domination of women, which is reinforced by an 
appeal to ‘tradition’ to justify practices that are said to be central to 
‘African culture’."
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Hence, ‘tradition’ is a heavily value-laden concept which must be used with care. 
Throughout this paper, the reader is therefore cautioned to be aware of all the moral 
‘baggage’ this term carries in its simple guise of ’transmitter of culture’; that, in its 
apparently unchallengeable reconstruction of the past, it is in fact serving an underhand 
purpose of perpetuating the system of male dominance.
The term ‘community’ is used in this paper in its simplest sense to denote an aggregation 
of people who share a common sub-ward within Shixini ward. It would be difficult to use 
it, in this case, to mean anything broader; such as wider geographic region or shared 
beliefs, since it would not be justifiable to generalise too widely from research based 
only on four households. ‘Community’, in this paper, therefore represents only those 
people who live in the sub-ward of Chweba, who share face-to-face, small-scale social 
networks which bind them together in work parties, beer drinks, and so on. Any wider 
definition takes too much for granted in an area where social identities are already tested 
by threats of resettlement.
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/2. The Domestic Setting: Household composition and labour options
1. Historical perspective
It is necessary to look at the ‘traditional’ gender roles and relationships of power within 
the household. Against this historical perspective, the full effect of today’s fluctuating 
household composition on the problems of division of labour and power relationships 
in the Transkei is illuminated.
A longstanding tradition of patriarchal dominance colours the ‘character’ of the Transkei, 
and Shixini (De Wet & McAllister, 1985 : 557). Men have always dominated the public 
spheres of life: gardening and repair work, rituals and politics and, for the last century 
or more, remunerative employment. Only in rare instances, such as widowed males, 
would men be found doing housework. Iona Mayer’s analysis of Gusii custom in which 
men were always recipients, not doers, of services holds fast for traditional Transkei. 
She says, it was "part of their [the men’s] dignity to be ‘mighty in great things, helpless 
in small’" (Mayer, 1975:267). The ‘small’ or ‘trivial’ was the woman’s domain. Her reaim 
was characterised by unpaid work, her primary concern being to fulfil the role of 
housewife and mother; important in itself, but not in the context of wider community 
politics which was the man’s sphere. Women also looked after the crops, their labour 
often being directed by the men, while men tended the cattle, representative of greater 
wealth even than food; and women’s remunerative work in the informal sector, such as 
weaving mats or baking bread for cash, was generally regarded as being of secondary 
import.
Thus, the distinct division of labour was a normative aspect of society marking sharp, 
sexually-articulated role contrasts affirming distinctive social boundaries (ib id : 259). The 
most prominent boundaries were those between men and women, and those between 
adults and children. In both spheres, adult men, and particularly senior adult m e r, 
dominated.
McAllister (1986:472) describes how the senior men of sub-wards controlled land rights 
and constituted the ibandla (moot). Without any independent land rights or politico-jural 
power, women had limited alternatives available for establishing an independent econ­
omic base, making male domination difficult to break, should they so care. The one 
exception to this was through the calling to serve the community as a diviner, a role in 
which women could transcend their gender status. But, generally, the role of women as 
subservient and dependent was largely taken for granted, reinforced through rituals 
officiated by adult males establishing traditional norms and values as dictated by the' 
ancestors and representative of improved health and fertility for the whole family 
Women’s extreme dependence on men was exemplified in marriage where they were 
passed from the household of their fathers to the household of their husbands.
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Likewise, elders, and especially senior men, were also responsible for the behaviour 
and well-being of juniors who, in return, ought to respect, serve and obey their elders 
(ibid : 475). The general conformity by young men to normative expectations of 
behaviour was heavily influenced by, firstly, the son’s reliance on his father to provide 
bridewealth or lobola for him to acquire a bride and, secondly, his reliance on the senior 
men of the community to allocate him land on which to begin "building a homestead".
Fathers also arranged the marriages of their daughters, often economic or political 
alliances which would ultimately bring greater wealth or prestige to the family. Having 
no independent economic base from which to make a stand should they so desire, and 
being socialised in any case into an ideology of masculine power, such control over 
one’s fate was usually taken for granted.
Thus, in ‘traditional’ Transkei, men governed the public spheres and women the private. 
The extended family was patriarchal and the polity gerontocratic with the authority of 
the male head, the common link between the two, being, for the most part, unconscious­
ly accepted.
2. Contemporary perspective
In the rural Transkei today, the absence of a large proportion of men makes the 
traditional division of labour in many cases impractical, or even impossible; and new 
strategies are of necessity being found to cope with domestic activities. The extent to 
which these constitute a re-interpretation of gender roles, as against the increased 
allocation of work to available members according to established gender roles (using 
strategies to ‘acquire’ members necessary to fill missing roles), must be assessed. 
Furthermore, the character of power relationships must also be described and analysed. 
Firstly, though, it is necessary to consider the contemporary domestic setting in general 
terms, and the institutions and options in the community which influence it, as a 
preliminary to examining the division of labour and power as it stands today.
Tables 1 and 2 show that the composition of the household has changed somewhat to 
accommodate the influences of the wider political and economic world. Many men of 
prime working age (at least half the community’s supply) are absent, due to migrant 
labour, as are many young women who have either gone to the cities alone or 
accompanied their husbands to work. Furthermore, many wives use the desire "to 
conceive" as an umbrella excuse to leave the homestead to visit their husbands 
temporarily in the city. With the absence of parents, children too are sometimes lost to 
the homestead, being farmed out to various kin if one homestead cannot afford to keep 
them; or if these homesteads are without young workers and require additional children 
to balance the workload.
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With the absence of many household members, women therefore make use of other 
members or institutions in the community, either overtly or covertly, to ensure their 
economic survival. In different contexts, these include:
(i) fostered or ‘borrowed’ children; that is, kin who live in the household and help with 
the chores, or neighbours’ children who give their help with particular tasks such 
as herding;
(ii) an usipatheleni or caretaker (‘one who holds for us’), a particular trusted kinsman 
or friend who is appointed by the absent homestead head to look after the 
household;
(iii) the church, either Zionist or Methodist, which operates generally in a complemen­
tary role in the society;
(iv) the informal sector, such as the sale of home-brewed beer, woven mats and trays, 
pigs, tobacco, and so on; and
(v) kin and neighbourhood networks in general.
These are the help options which households may turn to quite acceptably. In addition 
to this, education is regarded as perhaps the most vital ingredient in the recipe for 
survival. However, it is seen as a two-edged sword which can destroy (with self-reliant 
members establishing themselves independently and not aiding the original homestead) 
as easily as it can aid a household; therefore, educated family members are as much a 
threat as a necessity to the status quo of the community.
The contribution which children make is a major concern of parents. Not only is child 
labour an important aid to the completion of domestic chores, but the growing child is 
a potential source of remittances in later life. Thus, the socialization of children, involving 
their care, discipline and education, is of major importance to the household, and to the 
community at large, today and in the future. The immediate and potential benefits and 
costs involved are considerations which every woman pays serious attention to, 
especially as the responsibility is laid so heavily on their shoulders in the absence of 
their men.
Less overtly acceptable to the community, although widely prevalent, is the more covert 
option of taking a lover, or ‘night-caretaker’ as it is ironically known, to share the burden 
of work. As we will see, these options are also utilised for a variety of reasons other than 
economic, but the economic factor features predominantly in their usage.
Any study of gender and generational roles would be incomplete if the political context 
in which they were played out was neglected. Thus, women’s increased responsibility,
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authority and independence must also be assessed in relation to their political power; 
that is, their power at public meetings where decisions on community affairs are made.
Each of these options will be considered individually to assess their applicability to each 
of the four households. This will be done by looking at their influence on, or obligations 
towards, the household in general, and women’s domestic strategies in particular. The 
woman’s position, including her options and strategies, perceived in its parts, must then 
be assessed as a whole in relation to the power of men. Only then will a comprehensive 
picture of the woman’s role in the society emerge, and an understanding of the 
manipulation of options in terms of the multiple advantages which she sees her choices 
bringing her.
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Table 1: Present Household Composition
House- Name* 
hold & 
Number Clan
Esti­
mated
Age
Relationship 
to House­
hold Head
Religous
Aff­
iliation
Standard 
reached at 
School
1 . Vuso - Cirha 70 Head (Husband) a/w _
Nomsa - Ngwevu 65 Wife a/w Min
Khaya 13 FosterchNd 
(Nothusile’s zdS)
c/p 2
2. Ntamo - Cirha 60 Head (Husband) a/w
Nosisi - Mkhwemte 40 Wife a/w Min
Ndoda - Cirha 70 Brother a/w —
Nomvo - Cirha 18 Daughter c/p 6
Lungi - Cirha 8 Daughter a/w None yet
Siyabu - Cirha 4 Head’s SS a/w —
3. Nowam - Ngqosini 60 Head (Widow) 
(deceased husband is a Cirha: Ntamo’s brother)
Zion —
Themba - Ngwevu 3 Head’s SS a/w —
Notiki - Cirha 40 Head's Hz a/w Min
Nomzamo - Ngwevu 16 Head’s Hzd a/w 2
Njeya - Ngwevu 14 Head’s HzS a/w 1
Nosomi - Ngwevu 12 Head’s Hzd Zion 4
4. Nowisile - Dlamini 51 Head (Wife) Meth 4
Sali - Ntiane 15 Son Meth Occasional: 
ill health
Vala - Ntiane 8 Son Meth None yet
Vazi - Ntiane 40 Husband’s son 
-illegitimate from 
premarital affair
Meth
Nosomi - Ntiane 7 HSd Meth None yet
Key: S = son, H =  husband, d =  daughter and z =  sister, c/p: is a combination of Christian and 
pagan which exists for some children who receive ‘Christian’ (that is, the folk notion for ‘Western’) edu­
cation and sometimes attend church - but admit to having no real conviction. They participate in Chris­
tian and pagan rituals without any qualms and without recognising any contradictions. The two forms 
of religious affiliation are seen as being complementary, a/w: ancestor worship: Meth: Methodist; Zion: 
Zionist: Min: less than 1 year’s attendance; None yet: still too young. All names are pseudonyms.
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Table 2: Household Absentees
House- Name Relationship married
hold & to house- or
number clan hold head single Job
1. Molose - Cirha son married mineworker
Noma daughter-in-law unknown
Siyanda - Cirha son single mineworker
Linda - Cirha son single construction
2. Kofu - Cirha son married construction
Sana daughter-in-law no job
3. Nomtha - Cirha daughter single street vendor
Totose - Cirha son married mineworker
Nomvo daughter -in-law no job1
Mava - Cirha son single farm labour
4. Kayise - Ntlane husband married construction
Nkwali - Ntlane fosterchild married domestic work
(Hbd) (separated)
1Joined her husband temporarily in order “to conceive". She will return to the homestead to stay after
conception.
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3. Gender and the Division of Labour: For Adults 
and Children Present in the Community
Tables 3 and 4 illustrate who bears the responsibility for the performance of particular 
tasks.
The asterisks indicate where work parties/co-operatives are used. For ploughing, a 
permanent co-operative does the task, whereas for other chores, ad hoc work parties 
consisting of a mixture of kin and neighbours/friends (which often overlap) are used.
Table 3: Women’s Chores and Responsibilities:
Weekly Monthly
•  washing clothes •  grocery shopping
Daily
•  collecting water
•  collecting firewood and dung
•  washing utensils
•  making tea
•  cooking
•  sweeping huts
•  chopping firewood
•  feeding animals
•  grinding or stamping maize
•  caring for the young children
Seasonal
•  weeding with hoes
•  harvesting*
•  brewing beer for 
work parties
•  collecting winter wood supply*
Occasional
•  smearing floors with dung
•  repairing walls: includes
- collecting mud and dung*
- plastering
- clearing ditches of old plaster
•  whitewashing
•  brewing beer (for rituals* or to sell)
•  weaving mats/trays
•  hut building: includes
- collecting mud and thatch*
- making bricks*
- plastering
- smearing
•  attending public meetings
•  attending rituals
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Table 4: M en’s chores and responsibilities:
Daily Weekly Monthly
•  herding -  •  attending public
meetings
Seasonally Occasionally
•  ploughing* •  shopping for durables
•  planting* •  repairing/building the cattlebyre
•  weeding with oxen* •  repairing implements
•  repairing/building fencing: includes
- chopping and transporting wood*
•  hut building: includes
- choppingAransporting poles*
- digging drainage ditches
•  hosting rituals, eg beer drinks
The woman’s developmental cycle clarifies the expected workload for each stage: 
growing up in her father's homestead, the daughter is taught from an early age to expect 
a heavy workload and is trained for it. She takes over some of the light household 
domestic chores and works together with her mother on others, learning how to plaster, 
whitewash, hoe, and so on. With marriage, she moves over to the homestead of her 
husband’s father, and with the move, takes on a heavy workload supervised and 
sometimes helped by her mother-in-law. After a while, the married couple establish their 
own homestead and, with the birth of her children, her workload increases even more. 
She also begins acquiring more authority and status of her own, however. As her 
children get older, she begins training them in their gender-appropriate chores and they 
alleviate some of her load. On marriage, her daughters leave the household and she is 
reliant on her sons’ wives who join her household to work for her, so that she, now an 
ageing and respected senior in the community, can slowly begin to retire.
Young girls expect from an early age, therefore, to carry the main burden of work. As 
they will eventually leave their natal domestic unit for their husband’s, they are ‘exploited’, 
in a sense, for their labour before they leave. With the arrival of the daughter-in-law, the 
daughter’s absence is filled. The daughter-in-law is also easily ‘exploited’ by the 
mother-in-law. The cattle paid with marriage to her family are a form of insurance against 
her rebelling and returning home - especially once these are re-distributed in the form 
of her brother’s lobola (bridewealth) on marriage.
Young boys generally expect a light and somewhat carefree youth, however. Goody 
(1982 : 263) explains this in terms of the household’s dire need for male labour and
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income in adulthood. Against the threat of males seeking to establish an independent 
household with maturity, they are given a light load in childhood to keep them within the 
family. Their load is, at the same time, symbolic of their future importance in that they 
are allotted the task of caring for one of the society’s major resources, namely cattle, 
even when they are too young to have any rights in the herd. With adulthood, they are 
restrained from seeking to establish an independent homestead elsewhere by the 
community rights to land, for example, being controlled by the adult men.
Thus, in households where the husband and some children (particularly girls) are 
present and the division of labour is markedly traditional, the wide array of labour allows 
the burden of work to be spread throughout the household. The men carry out their 
traditional political and ritual tasks, and look after the cattle and implements belonging 
to the household, while the women carry out their chores about the house and in the 
garden. But a look at the household’s de jure membership is a quick reminder of the 
wider politico-economic context within which the household must operate. The absence 
of the daughter-in-law who has left to join her migrant labourer husband is quickly felt 
about the homestead as she would traditionally perform much of the work the mother- 
in-law is now forced to do. On a daily basis it is more important that there are children 
(particularly girls) in the household than men.
In households where men are absent, women are forced to take on many additional 
responsibilities which the men used to take care of, even if not on a daily basis. They 
either have to find or hire the labour to perform the men’s tasks, or do it themselves if 
they cannot find any alternative. It must be remembered that, at any one time, at least 
half the male workforce is away, thus the community is losing an important resource in 
these men who are at their physical peak, yet whose labour is being utilised elsewhere. 
An income is an absolute necessity and thus of primary importance, however, while 
alternatives can be found for labour. In fact, many households do not farm at all on their 
own homesteads, thus cutting their labour needs down considerably. It is the utilisation 
of these alternatives, and the women’s perception of their situation as unpaid keepers 
of the homestead, in the light of this additional load, that we must assess.
This additional load is not a new phenomenon, but has in fact been a part of the way of 
life for most of this century. However, the community members still remark that there is 
a ‘traditional’ division of labour, and that the additional chores, for men and women, are 
not expected to last a lifetime. When the household has enough money for the husband 
to return and/or some replacement (such as a son) who will continue remitting and so 
free the husband to return, then the division of labour is expected to return to its 
‘traditional’ form. This relies of course on the presence of children and/or daughters-in- 
law to fill their role.
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The attitude of the husband, Vuso, in household 1, (see Table 1) illustrates clearly the 
expectation of ’traditional’ roles. Cattle and other livestock feature prominently in the 
economic life of the household. They are used for loans, in payment of services (for 
example, diviners), as stock presentations, in bridewealth transactions, and for plough­
ing. Household 1 has no cattle but Vuso still replies, against his wife’s accusations of 
laziness, that "my job is to look after the kraal [cattlebyre], her job is to cook". Using this 
excuse highlights traditional, normative roles relating not only to such jobs as herding, 
but also the man’s role in ritual: in maintaining the abode of the ancestors (the cattlebyre) 
and in satisfying their demands so as to ensure the health of the homestead. Further­
more, laying claim to the power of ensuring the homestead’s welfare is a subtle means 
of claiming political power. While Nomsa accedes to such a claim, maintaining traditional 
gender roles in household chores wherever possible, her actual involvement in public 
matters is far greater than she admits.
Working with cattle used to be a traditionally male task, but the taboo for women to have 
anything to do with the livestock is breaking down. Where young boys are present to 
take on these tasks, women only have to resort to a small degree of compromise. Where 
absent, women and children milk the cows outside the kraal and sometimes help with 
repairing the kraal or herding the cattle. Even where men are present, women may still 
milk the cows but leave anything to do with the kraal to the men.
For example, Nowam and Nosomi in household 3 help milk cows, something taboo only 
a generation before - but they still refuse to enter the kraal, sacred place of the ancestors 
and traditionally available to men only. Their willingness to perform these traditionally 
male chores cannot be solely attributed to the influence of Western values, instilled 
through the church and education systems, as even women who have hardly attended 
school and are not ‘church-goers’ will work with the cows while their men are away. 
Nomsa of household 1 is an example of this. Rather, it seems as if necessity is the major 
motivator of change. However, women still look upon this as a man’s domain and 
themselves as merely filling the role temporarily. Where women try to usurp the male 
role, they are remonstrated against or even suspected of witchcraft. Nomsa, in house­
hold 1, said: "My brother-in-law’s wife milks IN the kraal - but it could be because she 
is a witch."
Vuso’s claim to the task of looking after the kraal when he actually has no cattle also 
serves to free him, for much of the time, to sit in the sun and smoke his pipe, or visit 
friends and relax at beer drinks. This should not mask, however, Vuso’s considerable 
contribution (especially considering his age), toward certain aspects of labour de­
manded around the homestead. He assists his wife in cultivating the garden, sometimes 
reaping for long hours, together with his wife; he attends to the heavier tasks such as 
fencing; and he fulfils his traditional ritual and political duties, hosting beer drinks and
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attending political meetings. Certain male community members have the added role of 
acting as caretaker to households where the husband is absent.
Where the husband is dead, his widow is expected to play father and mother to the 
household. In household 3, there appears to be a spread of labour, but in reality the 
daily burden of work is carried by the widow, Nowam. Besides the tasks she would 
normally have to perform daily, she also does the traditionally male tasks, aided by her 
nephew, Njeya.
Nowisile, in household 4, suffers the most in fulfilling the daily chores. Although there 
are three males present, they hardly assist with the ‘girls”  jobs and so Nowisile bears 
the brunt of the load alone. The adult male, Vazi, performs no domestic chores at all. In 
the context of traditional gender roles, and this household in particular, this might not 
seem negligent as women perform most of the chores and Nowisile’s husband or­
ganises and funds any major items such as fencing or housebuilding when he is at 
home, and buys durables in Cape Town to bring home. Yet even the in-between repair 
jobs are neglected by Vazi and, while she is away, he fails to perform such minor duties 
as feeding the animals.
Many migrants, when they return home for a visit, enjoy relaxing and not taking up much 
responsibility - in essence, they are having what they see as a well-deserved holiday. 
Vazi, however, never remits even while away and does nothing when at home. Nowisile 
feels she must accommodate his presence as she says to kick him out would jeopardise 
her marriage. "I am afraid if I throw him out, my husband will throw me out. It doesn’t 
matter that I am looking after his homestead. He wouldn’t worry. He’d throw me out and 
get another [wife/woman]."
This is very revealing of the power balance between the husband and wife. Being so 
dependent on her husband economically and having no skills or economic base from 
which to operate independently, Nowisile is totally reliant on her husband and thus 
acquiescent to his will.
Cultivation is shared to a large extent by men and women. Problems arise firstly where 
men are absent, in which case women have to take on additional organisational duties 
for such activities as ploughing. Where they are not good organisers and negotiators, 
they may lose out, having their field ploughed last or carelessly.
An ability to organise is also vital for the infrequent task of housebuilding. For this task, 
both labour and cash are a requirement. An average hut costs R200 where most of the 
work is performed by locals or builders in the community who specialize in certain skills 
such as building walls and the roof. Thus, many families who have a shortage of cash 
prefer to perform certain tasks themselves or in work parties with friends/neighbours;
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such as collecting mud and thatch and chopping poles themselves, thereby saving 
somewhat on the costs.
In conclusion, the daily burden of household chores is regarded as a ‘fact of life’, a 
necessary (if trivial in the eyes of men) load to bear. Although it consumes much time 
and energy, it is not regarded as being as demanding, or meriting the same importance, 
as adult male labour. Being related only to the private sphere of life - the home and the 
family - it is generally regarded as being ‘below’ the men. And yet some women’s tasks 
(even if they are only performed occasionally) are as demanding as men’s; if not more 
so. For example, women whitewash the huts, a chore which is not only exceedingly 
tiresome but also quite painful, the chemical content of the wash burns the arms. Only 
in work to do with the garden, field, stock, or anything outside the privacy of the 
household will men contribute their labour, claiming these public sphere’s as their 
domain, symbolic of their control over the wider public contexts of the community. They 
thereby assume a status above women which then enables them to assume the right 
to control women.
In this way, the husband and wife partnership favours the men. Controlling the income 
leaves the women totally dependent on their men. While the men are also dependent 
on the women to secure the survival of the homestead for their retirement, they 
perpetuate the ideal of "traditional roles" to secure their dominance, to ensure that 
patriarchy persists. Thus, even while half the male population is absent, the men in the 
community, such as the caretaker, actively perpetuate their control over the male 
ideology. Thus, the men continue to dominate the public spheres of life, as well as the 
women and their reproductive capacities in the private spheres of life.
The ideas introduced here will be more fully explored in the following chapter.
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4. Community Options and Strategies
1. The Socialization and Discipline of Children
The tasks of parenthood must be successfully completed if there is to be "a succession 
of generations of socially accredited adults" (Goody, 1982 : 23). In behaviour and 
attitudes, and in the general performance of household and community tasks, young 
girls and boys begin learning the roles they will be expected to play as adults from a 
very early age.
A young girl develops a sense of subordination by being dominated by both older men 
and women, and by being subjected to demands and constraints. Thus, she learns from 
an early age that her position is particularly vulnerable. Young boys are mildly con­
strained, but experience few demands and learn quickly that, by virtue of their sex, they 
need not feel vulnerable to a woman’s dominance (ibid : 56).
The boys help with particular tasks which take them out of doors (carrying water, feeding 
animals) without suffering any embarrassment. However, they are teased mercilessly 
for performing those chores which are essentially feminine (those performed indoors 
and directly related to the home) such as cooking, washing and grinding, even though 
they are still children. Gender roles are important in the community for children as much 
as for adults, although the division of labour is not as strict. Most chores in the home 
are seen as a ‘girl’s job ’ and thus a blight on a boy’s masculinity. The only household 
chore Sali (in household 4) performs, is to sweep the hut. If one considers that the chores 
of cooking, grinding and washing are completed by kneeling or sitting before one’s task, 
symbolic of a woman’s subservience, it could be because the chore of sweeping does 
not fulfil this imagery that Sali is not teased for doing a ‘girl’s job ’.
On the other hand, Khaya (in household 1) is mercilessly teased by the other children 
for doing many of the "girl’s jobs". Yet he performs them diligently and happily. This 
could be because fostered children carry a greater obligation to work, including an 
expectation to carry out chores that children in their own homestead may neglect, as 
they cannot simply take their position in the family for granted, as can children who live 
with their biological parents.
In household’s 2 and 3, grandchildren are cared for while their parents are away. 
Although too young to contribute to domestic chores, their mere presence acts to bind 
the absent parents to the homesteads and ensures their continued remittance. Later 
on, the children will be able to offer their labour. In this way, selective kin ties are 
reinforced which serve to reaffirm the legitimacy of claims on kin (Goody, 1982 : 277).
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In household 1, although Vuso leaves the socialization of Khaya to his wife, Nomsa, at 
least the presence of a male may act as a guide or authority figure for the child. This is 
something sorely missed by the women whose men are absent.
Where there are no men present in the homestead, the women are deeply concerned 
about the children’s socialization. In households 3 and 4, the care and discipline of 
children was expressed as a major concern of the female household heads. In 
household 3, Nowam occasionally and reluctantly turns to her caretaker to discipline 
the children - but this is only when they get really "out of hand" or into trouble. "But it is 
not the same as when a man is here : he sjamboks them, I just scold."
For example, when Njeya and three other boys stole a sheep which they cooked and 
ate down at the beach, her caretaker sjambokked Njeya and took him to visit the sheep 
owner (together with R19 paid by Nowam) to plead his case. Nowam only resisted 
Njeya’s arrest when the other three sets of parents let the ‘crime’ rest after paying R19 
each in compensation. She believes that "today it is much more difficult to be a child 
than when I was a child" and said it is very difficult to raise children, especially boys, 
without a man in the homestead.
In household 4, Nowisile resents the example Vazi provides her sons as he contributes 
next to nothing to the household. Certainly, during the observation period, he never 
worked in the garden or field, never helped around the hut, and had as little to do with 
anything vaguely resembling work as possible. He spent his days visiting his frienas, 
going to beer drinks, or fishing at the coast.
Nowisile says he never remitted when away on migrant labour or brought anything back 
for the household on his return in January. His "short stay" turned into several months 
with no contribution to the household economy. Remonstrating with him for neglecting 
the animals whilst she was away for a few days, and then feeding them the children’s 
lunch when she returned, she said frustratedly: "He doesn’t know where the maize 
comes from, yet he gives it to the dogs, and my sons have not eaten yet."
Nowisile’s own two sons are still young and do not help much with the household chores. 
Hence, she bears the brunt of the housework. In the light of her burden, perhaps she 
is accommodating of Vazi not only because her husband says she must support him, 
but also because she sees his daughter, Nosomi (aged 7), as a potential source of help 
in the future. Certainly, since Vazi’s wife "ran away and left him", it seems unlikely that 
he will take Nosomi with him to the city if he ever returns.
Thus, women worry that "traditional" beliefs about the importance of obedience and 
respect for elders will be lost on children who lack a father’s authority. Traditionally, the 
men embody a number of roles: nurturer, holder of domestic authority, controller of
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adult resources, and spokesman for the ancestors. Children find it difficult to rebel 
against such authority (Goody, 1982 : 263). Even where the women fill these roles in 
their children’s lives, their child’s socialization leads him/her to understand that this is 
only a temporary appointment and so lacks the same authority as a man in that position. 
It is, therefore, easier for a child to test his/her independence from an earlier age, in acts 
of rebellion, when the father is absent. Thus, it can be seen that women are in a most 
difficult situation: terribly troubled by the real problem of raising children without adult 
male guidance - and yet equally troubled by having to rely on outsiders, and not 
immediate extended kin, to provide it.
2. Fostering or Borrowing Children
Fostering and borrowing children are age-old customs which, as Spiegel (1986 : 23) 
says, have persisted to the present day for much of rural Africa. Borrowing children 
from neighbouring homesteads to help perform specific tasks is common practice in 
rural Transkei and helps to cement bonds of kinship and neighbourhood which are 
important for community survival. In households 2, 3 and 4, working with cattle presents 
no problem as there are young boys present in the neighbourhood to do the job. 
Children are utilised reciprocally when necessary. Thus, for example, young girls take 
care of their neighbours’ little children when the adults are at work in the fields.
The economic rationale for fostering features strongly today. However, there are also 
many other reasons for raising children in homesteads other than the parental home. 
These include the migration of parents to the cities for work, the need for a male as the 
nominal head of a household where the men are absent, to perform specific chores 
such as herding, to give company to relatives whose children are absent, to enrol the 
children at a nearby school, or simply to divest a household lacking in cash income of 
its dependents (ibid : 23). Often, the given rationalization is an attempt to disguise an 
underlying economic reason which might not conform to the normative ideal of raising 
one’s children in a secure and stable household.
The women in Chweba agree with Spiegel’s assertion that girls are usually preferred as 
they "can be expected to draw water and perform other domestic chores" (ibid : 26). 
However, sometimes only boys are available, as in household 1, and the need for labour 
to ease the burden of work impels the household to make do with their contribution.
In household 1, Khaya (aged 13) was fostered out when his mother was struggling 
financially. Khaya’s grandmother had died and so he came to Nomsa’s household 
instead. He was taken "out of generosity", Nomsa says, being at an age where he could 
contribute no labour and his mother was unable to remit for his keep. However, he 
provided company and offered potential labour for the future. Today, Nomsa is worried 
that his mother will want him back "now he is old enough to work". Already she has 
taken him back once, but he ran away and returned to his foster home. Spiegel says
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that the effects of fostering on children is largely unknown. Certainly, Khaya works hard 
for a child by western and even indigenous standards. But his contribution cannot be 
unduly heavy, and he must enjoy the strength of ties which have developed, as well as 
the material support he receives, for him to be so well satisfied with his lot.
Khaya has a definite economic role to play in the household. He is proficient and 
remarkably diligent in all of this chores. He knows how to grind, carry water, cook, wash 
up, even how to bake bread. His presence also provides company for his grandparents 
all of whose children are absent. He also represents a potential income in the future 
when he becomes a migrant labourer.
In household 3, Nowam accommodates her husband’s sister and her family. Nowam’s 
homestead is Notiki’s maiden home; thus, while she does have a claim to belonging 
there, Nowam could object to her presence under other circumstances (for example, if 
she already had an extended family living there and could not cope with the extra). 
However, under the present circumstances, Nowam needs the additional labour, and 
so the arrangement facilitates both parties.
Yet even additional labour, where it creates more work than it performs, can be a 
problem. Household 3 can only afford a certain number of dependents; therefore, 
another of Notiki’s children has been fostered out to another household. Having no 
income of her own, Notiki does not remit to this household for the keep of her child, and 
neither does Nowam whose responsibility, she says, extends only to within her homes­
tead.
Bonds of kinship place meaning on relationships between the homestead and its 
fostered dependents. But this often disguises the underlying economic reasons and the 
functional utility of dispersal. In the face of increasing mobility and change, it is quite 
understandable that the household makes sense of the world by emphasizing stable 
kinship structures.
3. Education
Lucy Mair (1969 : 22) argues that Christian education aims at the "eradication of 
supernatural beliefs". Furthermore, removed from constant inculcation of accepted tribal 
standards and acquiring a ‘knowledge’ which they see as of enormous economic value, 
children often reject the authority and views of their parents who do not possess this 
‘new’ knowledge. This is compounded by the long-term absence of the traditional 
household head under whose authority women and children are ideally subject. Add to 
this, the subsequent reliance on predominantly female-headed households who do not 
always have the same recognised authority over children as male kin, and the potential 
is ripe for household instability, a lack of discipline, and a change of values. Certainly,
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in Shixini, the effects of a Western education do appear to be taking their toll on children’s 
attitudes.
Of the four homesteads, Nomvo and Nowisile, of households 2 and 4 respectively, have 
acquired the most extensive schooling, both reaching standard four in six years. In 
household 4, Nowisile’s case is somewhat unique for her generation. Having a well-edu­
cated father, she and her brother were encouraged to go to school, something quite 
unconventional for their time. However, only the son was allowed to carry on after 
standard four, subsequently becoming a teacher, while Nowisile was taken out of school 
- girl’s education being regarded as of less importance - even though she wanted to 
continue studying. She is certainly proud of her achievements: "I am clever. I never failed 
once."
Her yen for more ‘knowledge’ and an independent career like her brother remained 
unrealised, and she was subsequently married to a man many years her senior and now 
depends on him (and her lovers while he is away) for her economic survival. In her youth, 
women were stigmatised if they went to work in the cities. Therefore, Nowisile has never 
found much practical use for her education. Furthermore, her schooling never led her 
to question her subordinate role to her husband, or to try to establish her own 
independence, partly for fear of failing and partly because she viewed her education as 
a unique opportunity and not something all women deserved. Today, still, she accepts 
the traditional ideology of male domination as given.
On the other hand, in household 2, Nomvo (aged 18) has developed a more inde­
pendent attitude which she sees her parents as having no hand in controlling. She says 
her generation has developed new values. For example, if she was forced to marry 
someone she did not love, she would run away. Even if the lobola was paid, she would 
"chase the cattle away". She says she would only marry the man she loved, and would 
live at his side and work in the same city - something young wives are already doing 
more and more.
Thus, ideas of love and romance, fuelled by the influence of church and schooling, as 
well as by young male migrants returned with new ideas from the cities, are changing 
attitudes to marriage, residence and the woman’s role in the economy. As Mair 
suggests, with education, girls are losing their total dependence on men and are 
recognising their own economic potential. Thus, while it has been recognised for some 
time that young men’s dependence on their parents is falling away considerably 
(especially single men who have no children to support), it is a relatively new phenome­
non that girls are also seeking greater independence from their parents and dictating 
their own lifestyles.
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Nomvo says she does not want to maintain the homestead of her mother-in-law as she 
would rather save and help her husband build their own homestead. She overtly 
questions the attitudes and values of her mother who says that, when she was young, 
they “feared their parents and would not dare to go against any marriage arrangements"; 
but she does not question at all the power balance between men and women. She sees 
her role as supplementary to her future husband’s and not as independent of him.
While seen as an economic necessity on the one hand, it is also regarded as politically 
and socially corrupting on the other. Nomsa, in household 1, says education "brings 
enlightenment" - as well as better work which means "the educated have better homes".
But the people look at corrupt officials as examples of how education can also work 
against the benefit of the community. Nomsa says: "Educated people have brought 
resettlement. People were happy before they came." Conservative community members 
also regard "too much" education as making the youth uncontrollable. Very few children 
are sent on to secondary education as this is deemed, on the one hand, to make them 
too independent and uncontrollable; and, on the other, a waste of potential labour and 
income as most are by this time reaching their late teens and are encouraged rather to 
take to the cities to earn a living. Thus, education is not regarded as all good.
While education may be equated with rebellion against parental mores, the more 
progressive community members, such as Nowam of household 3, argue that this does 
not mean it is seen as instilling a lack of discipline in children. Nowam says: "Even 
uneducated people are undisciplined. In all societies there are thugs. Raising educated 
children does not mean they will be thugs".
Nowam also says "a child who doesn’t want to learn is going to suffer" - directly relating 
education to improved chances in the economy. "Education is very good for children. 
It is a second brain. An educated person knows his age and doesn’t lack work."
Education does cause the younger generation to question the older generation (who 
lack the economic power of the youth by not enjoying the same educational advantages) 
their right to dictate to the youth. The younger generation is generally seeking greater 
independence from their parents. Furthermore, young women also seek greater inde­
pendence in marriage from their husbands. However, these same women do not totally 
reject the male ideology, they merely want to increase their power in relation to men, to 
be allowed greater economic, social and political independence - but not to take over 
entirely the men’s responsibility and authority. They wish to change the ideal from one 
which places women in subordination to men, to one in which women share the man’s 
responsibility to a greater extent.Recognising their role in the husband/wife partnership 
and their potential for economic independence, these young women are no longer 
satisfied to play the totally submissive, dominated and powerless rural wife.
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It is not surprising, therefore, that the older generation places such great emphasis on 
their control of rituals to reinforce community ties and responsibilities, of the ibandla 
(moot) to control the wider decisions of the community, and of their land to ensure the 
fulfilment of traditional obligations where possible by their youth if they wish to secure 
property in the future.
4. Kin and Neighbourhood Networks
McAllister (in Mayer, 1978 : 143) quotes an informant as saying: "We must look after 
each other, since we do not know what the future holds". To cope with major tasks which 
require intensive labour for extended periods of time, such as those involved in 
cultivation or house-building, the homestead labour force is augmented with additional 
community members. These are either kin or neighbourhood based, the two often 
overlapping. Often, while the idiom of kinship is used to explain the composition of work 
parties, analysis shows that geographical distribution has more to do with their partici­
pation than kin. Work parties are organised sometimes on an ad hoc basis, such as a 
group of friends collecting mud to plaster a hut; sometimes according to long-term 
relations, such as many of the ploughing co-operatives which are formed with old and 
trusted kin or friends. The nature of the collective may be determined according to the 
type of work, its scale and urgency, and its importance for the survival of the homestead.
For example, ploughing is an arduous, but very important task lasting several days and 
reliant mainly on men, many of whom may be absent from the community. Thus, a 
ploughing co-operative generally involves a set number of households made up of 
trusted male friends, some of whom own the stock and equipment and all of whom, if 
they are present, are expected to contribute their labour. The reason for the general 
permanence of the group, and its composition only of friends who trust each other, is 
that, as Mayer explains, heavy moral responsibilities fall on the shoulders of those men 
present to look after the fields of those absent. Failure to do so would result in economic 
disaster for the household. "Each must have confidence that in his absence his wife’s 
field will be ploughed properly and in good time. An irresponsible man may be excluded." 
Thus, ties based on trust and moral responsibility are maintained on a long term basis.
In household 1, Nomsa and Vuso used to belong to a ploughing co-operative from which 
they were loaned an ox-span and a work party of male members in return for which 
Nomsa brewed umqombothi and held a beer drink. However, bad feeling between them 
and another member-household, blamed on Nomsa’s gossiping, forced them to leave 
the co-op with the subsequent loss of use of the ploughing span. For the last couple of 
years, therefore, ploughing has been done by borrowing a neighbour’s span of oxen 
for which cash payment is made and organising a work party to help. Planting is done 
by hand at the same time.
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In the community, the idiom of kinship has an important role in emphasizing normative, 
’stable’ kinship structures in the face of increasing mobility and change. However, as 
McAllister says of Shixini,
homesteads are embedded in a wider system of relationships which 
involves neighbours and fellow members of the community. Although 
kinship is of basic ideological importance to Shixini people, kin group 
boundaries are not easy to define (1986 : 471).
While emphasizing kinship ties helps to place meaning on relationships, in reality the 
bonds of kinship are not as fixed or as strong as they are made to sound. They are often 
strained by the pressures and tensions of a society in a period of transition. Although 
people talk of utilising bonds of kinship when in need of help, often ties of neighbourli­
ness and friendship, having fewer obligations attached to them, are preferred. For 
example, when Nosisi (household 2) needed helpers to collect mud from the nearby 
river to plaster her hut, she utilised no kinship ties, and only ties of neighbourhood and 
friendship. (Although, on the other hand, in household 4, Nowisile utilises neighbour­
hood ties for agricultural work parties, but, as she has no kin in the immediate area, 
usually hires people to help with large chores around the home as she says she feels 
embarrassed to always "use" people’s friendships when "they are not even kin".)
Even where labour is given on a reciprocal basis, such as ploughing or hoeing parties, 
’payment’ or acknowledgement of services rendered is expected, usually in the form of 
a beer drink for which umqomboti (traditional ‘Bantu’ beer) or Jabulani (commercial 
beer) are provided. In other instances, such as where the work party comprises Zionist 
non-drinkers, food and tea are given.
For agricultural work parties, the duties and reciprocal obligations, strongly emphasized 
in ties of kinship and neighbourhood, function as a security device for ensuring the 
availability of labour required for tasks so important to the survival of the homestead. 
Such factors as frequency of the task, amount of labour required, urgency, and relative 
importance of the task thus seem to play a role in determining who is approached to 
help, or who understands implicitly that it is their duty to help. These organisational 
principles, the rights and obligations of kinship and neighbourhood, are reinforced 
through ritual. Given symbolic form at public events serves to ensure the ongoing, 
though flexible, nature of these social relations necessary to the economic survival of 
the community.
Nomsa says neighbours who are relatives are "expected" to help them in their garden 
and/or field (while for neighbours who are not kin the chore is optional) - but whoever 
co-operates also expects some payment of Jabulani and reciprocal labour at a later 
stage. Help is "not simply out of generosity", she says.
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Hoeing and weeding are completed using work parties for which the household 
reciprocates with its labour. Many households reap alone, however, as helpers would 
"want the reward of our mielies". The additional labour is not necessarily required and 
the smaller crop makes it a better proposition to reap alone thus maximising their take.
Each of the three remaining households belongs to a co-operative, thus the ploughing 
and planting of their fields remains a demanding, but not problematic chore. For hoeing 
and weeding, however, Nowam in household 3 not only calls traditional work parties of 
neighbourhood and kin, but also, on alternate days, work parties comprising Zionist 
church members. In household 4, the shortage of labour impels Nowisile to hire labour 
even for reaping. She hires three to five landless community members and ‘pays’ each 
worker initially enough to eat for the day, and on completion a basket of corn (still on 
the cob) per person. Reaping takes little organisation as people without land and crops 
of their own come to her looking for work.
Household 4 is the only one to utilize its field - a direct reflection of need in the face of 
a shortage of funds, and of the community labour options available. Nowisile has 
available the resources of work parties, her ploughing co-operative, her caretaker 
(although his contribution is minimal), and her lover (possibly the biggest independent 
contributor).
Social networks are also utilized in the borrowing and exchanging of goods.
‘Borrowing’ is euphemism for begging for help (cela). The exchange 
relationship is construed as a reciprocal one between equals. The 
equality may be fictitious, with one party better off than the other. The 
woman who borrows mealies, on the other hand, puts herself in a 
position of inferiority, dependent on the donor’s help (Mayer, 1978:
144).
However, where two people enter a relationship of exchange and one finds herself 
unable to repay her debt, a new relationship of patronage may develop and the party 
is subtly redefined as a borrower the next time a transaction is enacted. "She may be 
given less than she asked for, even if the donor could spare more."
One of the subjects exclaimed with joy at the packet of tea given to her as part of a gift 
for extending her help and co-operation during the research. She said she had been 
embarrassed at not being able to offer tea that morning as she had just run out and 
would have to wait for her son’s remittances to arrive to buy some more. She had already 
begged tea off her neighbours and could not face having to do so again.
The utilisation of one’s fellow community members creates networks of obligation which 
serve to bind people together. In the face of an uncertain tomorrow, such bonds ensure
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that people will not easily starve. This is another reason why senior community members 
are against the possibility of resettlement as they view it as precipitating the disintegration 
of social networks which, as has been shown, are vital to the survival of the community.
5. Usipatheleni or Caretaker
In households where the husband is absent or where the only adults present are quite 
old, one person, an usipatheleni or caretaker, is appointed specifically to aid and advise 
the household. This person is an adult male, usually of close and trusted kin (such as 
the husband’s brother) where possible, who spends much time at home (for example 
he works nearby), or who is at home permanently due to age or unemployment and is 
unlikely to leave on a migrant labour contract. One caretaker may be appointed to 
several households, as well as looking after his own; and, if he has to leave, generally 
appoints someone of his family, a son or brother, for example, to take over his role.
The expectations and obligations attached to the caretaker role are not clearly defined. 
The women who rely on them seem to expect them to supply the practical help a 
husband would, although they see no correlation between such assistance and sexual 
favours. The male caretaker, for his part, sees no correlation between responsibility for 
the homestead and manual labour. Rather, he interprets his role as predominantly 
advisory, only offering practical ritual help or representing her at court or at public 
meetings. Furthermore, if a major problem arises, he acts as troubleshooter for the 
homestead. Some caretakers do ‘offer’ their labour generally around the homestead, 
but, even in these instances, the women is only expected to call on this offer for tasks 
she cannot organise by alternative means, such as hiring someone else to perform the 
task. Thus, while in theory caretakers have extensive power over the household, in 
practice they generally leave the wife to run the homestead alone, making the daily 
decisions and seeing the work is done - only consulting the caretaker about ritual or 
public meetings, or major household problems.
There is no expectation of formal payment although the woman may offer her caretaker 
a ‘thank-you’ gift, such as some food or some beer, if he does offer manual help. As 
men control the ritual arena, they are necessary to preside over ritual performance as 
the representative of the absent homestead head. Thus, the caretaker enjoys partaking 
in the beer and meat, often inviting his own friends who have not worked. And yet the 
woman has no claim on his manual labour in return, relying only on his goodwill.
Until a few years ago, the public arena was limited to men. Today, men and women may 
attend and speak at most meetings. But the most important, such as resettlement 
meetings, are still restricted to men only. Many women whose husbands are absent rely 
on their caretakers to attend the meetings for them, and complain that he only informs 
them of the ‘men only’ meetings, expecting them to attend the rest for themselves.
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Hence, the situation is ripe for conflict between kin: the women claim their hands are full 
as they must perform their own traditional domestic chores and many of those of their 
absent husband, as well as performing his administrative duties, while their caretaker 
only presents himself to offer advice or partake of meat and beer. The caretaker argues, 
on the other hand, that his hands are full with his own homestead chores and those of 
the several households dependent on him; thus, it is enough that he operates only in 
an advisory capacity and offers no practical help. Furthermore, as Mayer (1978: 63) 
says of the caretaker, he "may not want to be burdened with too many responsibilities; 
too close supervision may even raise suspicions in the husband".
In household 3 the burden of daily chores, as well as the ‘traditionally’ male tasks, is 
carried by Nowam. She says she no longer asks her caretaker (Ntamo of household 2) 
to assist her in such tasks as he offers only advice and no physical help. She feels he 
should help, however, "especially as he’s my husband’s brother; of the same family". 
She is quite outspoken (although not in his or his family’s company) about her caretaker 
and caretakers in general:
They are quarrelsome. All he knows is to tell me that he is responsible 
for this place. But he’s (only) interested when it comes to meat and 
beer. When he come for beer drinking, he will bully you and make you 
give beer and attend to his friends (who have not worked) and not to 
the people who were working.
Nowam accedes that his advice is "sometimes helpful", but sometimes refuses to do 
what he says. For example, Nowam often discards his advice about when to plough. 
She says she must make the arrangements, so she will make the decisions. Yet, reliant 
on him to host the beer drink afterwards, he can enjoy the reward without having made 
any contribution to the task. Nowam strongly appreciates her own strength of character 
at being able to keep the homestead alive in the face of so many daily struggles, and 
feels a sense of frustration that, despite her senior widowed status, Ntamo feels he may 
still tell her how to run the show.
To Ntamo, the role of acting as caretaker to household 3 is an added responsibility. 
Having a day job as watchman of the nearby coastal hikers huts, he is absent for much 
of the day, although his time is flexible enough to facilitate attendance to ritual and 
political requirements. However, while he carries these out as a matter of course for his 
own household, his role in Nowam’s homestead is less taken for granted.
He offers her much in the way of advice and generally considers himself responsible for 
her household. However, he rarely offers any physical help with the demanding tasks 
she needs done or any monetary aid. Ntamo says that he should not be expected to 
help with manual work as the women should hire someone to do it for them. Thus, for
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example, Nowam and Njeya, unable to afford hiring someone, put up their garden fence 
and dug the drainage ditches around the huts alone, while Ntamo stood by offering only 
advice! Ntamo claims that, if he had the cash, Nowam could borrow money from him if 
she really needed it. However, Nowam said:
All they (caretakers) are interested in is meat and beer. Even if you are 
ill, he (Ntamo) won’t give you money to go to the doctor; even if you 
are hungry, he won’t give you money. They just talk but there are no 
deeds. He doesn’t help me practically. If you depend on them, then 
your things will fail.
Neither Ntamo nor Ndoda receive a pension (although they have applied and are 
awaiting approval), thus perhaps household 2 can legitimately not afford to help 
household 3 out financially. Either way,the consequence of this is that Ntamo perceives 
his role in Nowam’s household as of greater import than she does. His advice is received 
somewhat scathingly, however, as Nowam does not appreciate his "concern'1 when it 
is rarely accompanied by practical (physical or monetary) aid. She feels there are 
enough other men she can turn to in the community for advice if she needs it. Rather, 
the caretaker is expected to offer more. "I can’t rely on my caretaker: I ask him to help 
this month with something and he says alright, but only comes next month after the 
thing is already spoiled."
Thus, the caretaker’s role is somewhat controversial, its rights and duties being viewed 
rather differently by either side. As the role is usually performed by kin, it creates conflict 
which is harboured within, having few channels for release.
Immediately after her husband’s death, Nowam worked in the city for five months at the 
factory where her husband had worked. The job was offered to her by his boss as he 
had died before collecting a pension. Nowam relied on her caretaker to look after her 
homestead and the children who were still quite small. (Notiki had not yet come to stay). 
While he bought food with the money she sent and allowed the children to eat at his 
homestead, no-one ever saw to it that they went to school or that the fields were 
cultivated, thus she was forced to return home.
The conflict of visions with regard to the role of the caretaker reflects the real potential 
for conflict within kinship relations rather than the idealised ‘norm’ of fixed, stable 
relations. Nowam says: "The only time that he is indispensable is in ancestor worship 
and initiations." While I was there, Ntamo performed a ‘healing’ ritual for Thandiwe, a 
member of Nowam’s deceased husband’s family, who complained of failing eyesight 
and other ailments. He slaughtered the goat which was sacrificed to the ancestors, and 
partook of the meat and beer. In the cattlebyre, he plucked the hairs from the tail of a 
cow which were woven by the women into a necklace and worn by Thandiwe. He led
Domestic strategies of rural Transkeian women 31.
the ritual, calling forth all the clan names of his ancestors and pleading with them to 
make her well. He directed Thandiwe’s part in the ritual, telling her what to do and when 
to do it. Although Thandiwe is of the same clan as the caretaker (this being her maiden 
homestead), she may only talk to the ancestors quietly and relies on him to catch their 
attention. A couple of days after the ritual, she claimed she could make out details which 
were impossible before.
The man’s vital role in ritual makes women dependent on him. Nowam is forced to adopt 
a submissive role in instances of ritual, or risk the anger of the ancestors as well as of 
the community, but her anger at his general neglect of her homestead leads her to resist 
him in other spheres. She rebels against the submissive behaviour her caretaker expects 
of her, as a symbol of her femininity and subordinate position, when he does not fulfil 
what she regards as his position by virtue of his masculinity and his relation to her 
household. She sees his role in ritual as an exploitation of her resources of meat and 
beer without much reciprocation toward her household.
In household 4, Nowisile says Vazi is "too young" to be her caretaker. "He does nothing, 
he just comes home drunk at night." Of her official caretaker, Nowisile said she was 
"very lucky" because he was "different". He did not want to spoil her routine or bully her 
and he helped with manual work occasionally.
The other caretakers only help with manual work if you have brewed.
In fact, they mostly tell you to brew and then they don’t work, they just
invite their friends and drink. I am very lucky in my caretaker because
he is my nephew and is fond of his uncle [Nowisile’s husband].
She regards him as quite unusual, however, for his contribution to her household. Yet, 
regardless of Nowisile’s claims, the researcher never once saw her caretaker assist her 
with manual work, only act as her representative in confrontations. Furthermore, she 
could not recall his last physical contribution and conceded eventually that, although 
she got on well with him, his contribution was as limited as the other caretakers.
For example, when her field was ‘raided’ and destroyed by cattle during the research 
period, the potential of her harvest was substantially diminished in size. This was 
because, firstly, she would only be compensated according to the number of cattle she 
rounded up which was less than the number which did the damage. After being warned 
of what had happened, she rushed to the field and managed to round up 38 of the 44 
which did the damage. These she drove to their owners (in times of disaster, the gender 
of work is forgotten) to demand compensation. Her caretaker then took over the matter 
for her. Vazi offered no help in the negotiations with the owners of the cattle or in helping 
to feed the animals or reap the garden while Nowisile was away sorting out the problem.
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Nowisile relies on her lover for manual labour and her caretaker only as her official, 
public representative. In that capacity, however, his role is vital to the well-being of her 
household. Nowisile also relies entirely on her caretaker to attend public meetings for 
her unless she is specifically called. She is not much interested in the ‘politics’ of the 
community unless it affects her directly, preferring to leave that to the men.
Nomsa, in household 1, said that when her husband was away, the caretaker attended 
public meetings for her. "His [the caretaker’s] word is final. He is fair," she said. However, 
now that Vuso is at home, they feel that they may turn to their caretaker for advice, but 
they should not request physical help as there is a man present in the household. This 
is probably compounded by the reasoning that one caretaker usually services several 
households, plus his own, and thus should not have too many requests for help with 
arduous labour put to him when a man is already present in the household. Furthermore, 
the caretaker of household 1, while approximately three decades younger than Vuso, 
visited often and offered advice, but never once offered any practical help even though 
he could see the old man (aged 70) was working hard at building a fence.
The caretaker’s appointment and role is determined by the husband. As a decision 
made between men, (and not between a woman and a man) he feels more obliged to 
satisfy the expectations of the husband rather than the wife. Thus, where the husband 
is alive, but absent, the caretaker feels a greater weight of responsibility because, if he 
does not oversee the homestead, he must answer to the husband on his return. The 
caretaker does not feel the same obligation where the husband is dead, however. So 
long as he saves face in the community by performing the required rituals for her 
homestead and representing her in court or at those meetings she is not allowed to 
attend, no fingers can be pointed at him for neglecting her household as he has met 
the minimum requirements of his job - even if he abuses her hospitality or her person 
in the process. In performing these few obligatory tasks, he fulfils the most vital of chores 
a caretaker can: he perpetuates the male ideology which serves to keep women in their 
place. In conclusion, of the four households, the authority and responsibility the widow 
bears is the loneliest burden.
6. Lovers
Extra-marital relations have always been a covert aspect of community life in the 
Transkei, as elsewhere. Traditionally, and still today, if a wife’s infidelity was discovered, 
the lover was expected to pay a number of cattle to the wronged husband, and the wife 
might be beaten by her husband if she refused to reveal her lover’s name. Mayer (1978: 
123) says that a decade ago, economic considerations did not figure decisively in these 
affairs. Today, we shall see that their motivation has become much more economic than 
before.
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Nowisile of household 4 says of her neighbours, and Shixini in general, that "everyone" 
who has a migrant labourer husband has a lover, or, as it is ironically named, a "night 
caretaker". Certainly, all four female ‘heads’ or ‘mothers’ of the homestead admitted to 
having taken various lovers while their husbands were away - but only Nowisile admitted 
to having one at the time I was there. The women of households 1 and 2 have their 
husbands at home at present and Nowam in household 3 says she is "too old" to take 
a lover and the church has now taken over his role for her.
Usually the women try to choose a boyfriend who is not the official caretaker appointed 
by the husband and who is of a different clan to the husband. "But sometimes the 
caretaker is very forceful and forces himself on you - then you have no choice", Nowisile 
said. "It is not so rare - even if they are of the same clan or if he is younger."
Nowisile said she had sometimes remained faithful to her husband for "up to a year". If 
he remitted regularly, then she would choose a lover "out of love", but if he was slow 
about remitting, then she took a lover to "help with the homestead" by contributing 
money and labour. "When he was still undiscovered, he would bring his own oxen and 
plough for me. Then I would have two spans working my fields at once. Now he can’t."
Women try to keep their lover’s identity unknown for as long as possible because then 
he can visit her and do a lot of work for her around the homestead but, once discovered, 
he must keep a low profile and send his friends to do his work instead, hence his 
contribution drops off badly. Nowisile says her lover has been discovered by her 
husband, but she constantly denies his existence.
Of her husband, she says she knows he has a girlfriend, but she does not mind as "he 
can’t live without a woman". In fact, she said she expects him to have affairs, but if he 
moved in with a woman she would go to visit him "to get rid of her because then he 
would stop remitting". She says: "I don’t mind that he has a girlfriend. My husband paid 
lobola [bridewealth] for me but I paid nothing for him". The double standards reflect the 
male ideology prevailing in the community. What is right for the husband is not 
necessarily the same for the wife. The woman, in moving from the homestead of her 
father to that of her husband, carries a debt to both symbolised in the lobola. It takes 
particular circumstances to release her from this debt which weighs so strongly in the 
favour of males.
This was the case of Nomsa, in household 1, who not only took lovers who were 
sanctioned by the community, but also had illegitimate children who were accepted into 
the lineage although their fathers were of different clans. The reason for this was that 
Vuso abandoned his wife for several years, returning home only to leave for another 
woman again and never remitting to her. He only returned home permanently when her 
older son was maturing and would "soon be earning [for her]".
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While he was away, Nomsa took several lovers because she "was struggling" and had 
two sons by them, Molose and Siyanda. Although Nomsa says she took the lovers not 
because she loved them but because she needed help around the homestead, she 
came to love them after she saw how well they built up her homestead! The sanctioned 
nature of her relationship meant that this could be done out in the open and not using 
devious, covert strategies for covering up the lover’s contribution.
My caretaker had to accept my lovers and the fact that I might have
children by them because I was young and beautiful and my husband
neglected me badly... The lovers are the ones who built this homestead.
They helped too much!
In fact, her caretaker (her husband’s nephew) helped her considerably by supplying 
grain, helping to build her huts, and ensuring that her lovers and children were accepted 
into the lineage. However, she says he did not speak to her husband about stopping 
his negligent behaviour "because he [the caretaker] did the same - stayed away and 
had affairs!"
Her husband only returned to her permanently when he "saw the homestead was ready 
and he need take no responsibility". She said: "My husband left behind many children, 
but he doesn’t look after any of them. He is irresponsible." Today, the remittances of 
Nomsa’s two sons go toward Vuso’s homestead even though he is not their biological 
father. Nomsa never left him because she had children whom she could not take to her 
father’s homestead. "We would be a burden," she said.
Today, Nomsa receives a pension, the extra cash she earns in the informal sector and 
enjoys the loyalty of her children. From this position, she enjoys considerable power 
but, as the homestead is still part of her husband’s lineage, she must ultimately toe the 
line or risk being censured by his family. While her husband’s desertion was frowned 
upon, his adulterous behaviour was regarded as the norm, if not the normative way for 
migrant labourers to behave. Therefore, in the eyes of the male community, his main 
offence was in not remitting rather than committing adultery. His offence was one not 
only against Nomsa, but also against the entire community which relies on the remittan­
ces of its absent workers to sustain it. By sanctioning Nomsa’s subsequent liaisons, 
Vuso’s position at his rural sanctuary, to which he planned to retire one day, was 
threatened. This then acts to enforce continued links between the urban labourer and 
his rural household.
With Vuso’s subsequent return and contribution of labour and pension, Nomsa’s 
position is strong, but he still retains the ultimate power. So the status quo is maintained. 
However, Nomsa’s position in the home is much more powerful today because of the 
public struggle she endured to secure the survival of the homestead. This is reflected
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in her words: "If he [Vuso] worries me, I say to him he must leave me. My home would 
be beautiful if he had remitted and worked with me."
So we see there are certain limits to male transgressions. Where it begins to threaten 
more than just the marriage by spilling over into possible ruin for the homestead and 
setting disastrous precedents for the community - then the woman receives the 
community’s support while the man is held up as a deviant, threatened with harsh 
criticism or even ostracism.
v
For example, in household 3, Nowam’s lover (while her husband was alive) was 
ostracised by his agnatic kin not for his adulterous behaviour, but for the consequences 
it had for his own homestead. The relationship became so passionate that the man 
ignored his own household entirely in favour of his lover’s. When her migrant labourer 
husband died shortly afterwards, it was rumoured to have been caused by witchcraft 
on his part - a sign of community’s disapproval and censure of his behaviour which, if 
condoned, would set a precedent which could be disastrous for the community (Mayer, 
1978:118,119).
Nowam claims her lovers were chosen out of love. "Then the man decides to enrich 
the love by helping around the homestead - but the first quarrel begins when he is 
useless, of no help." Thus, again, an important aspect of extra-marital relations is the 
economic support they provide the homestead, and the subsequent wealth they help 
to disperse throughout the community. "Lovers make the best caretakers! They do a 
great deal of work around the homestead." Economic factors may not always be the 
primary reason for women taking a lover, but certainly are a strong motivation for 
keeping him. Each woman stated that if their lover failed to help around the homestead, 
it would cause their love to diminish.
When the husband returns, it is often very difficult to break off these relations so that 
the affair carries on with the woman visiting her lover under the pretext of carrying out 
some far-flung chore such as collecting wood from the forest! Today the women 
practice contraception, receiving injections from the mobile clinic. Their husbands are 
not told of this, however, as it only fuels their suspicions of adulterous behaviour as well 
as going against the male ideology which perceives of women as the symbol of all that 
is pure, stable and unchanging in life.
Before the women were introduced to contraception, illegitimate pregnancies were 
frequent and the responsible man would have to pay money (approximately R1000) or 
five cattle to the husband. The mother would keep the child. "It pays better to demand 
living cattle as the money is of less value than the cattle," Nowam said.
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If the husband is adulterous, the wife has no right to demand money. The women see 
their only chance as going to the city and interfering in the relationship, trying to drive 
the ‘other woman’ away.
If the husband respects the rural wife, he will let her do this, but if he 
chooses the urban wife, the rural wife will return to the country to her 
father’s homestead and neglect her homestead entirely.
This is difficult, however, if the wife has several children who cannot be left behind, but 
are a burden on the natal homestead. With contraception, however, the women subtly 
undermine their husband’s control. Certainly, he has little "irrefutable proof", like the 
presence of illegitimate children, to hold against her any longer.
Some women accept their husband’s affairs, even accepting presents and visits from 
the girlfriend and raising some of her illegitimate children. One of Nowam’s husband’s 
girlfriends used to visit with her illegitimate twin sons to have rituals performed - and this 
without Nowam’s husband in tow. "I didn’t mind her. She was looking after my husband. 
But they used to spend a lot and I had to tolerate that," she said.
When she would visit him in the city, the girlfriend would cook for them and entertain 
them during the day, and then leave them alone at night. For a while, Nowam wanted 
to live with him permanently in East London "because he could not control his need for 
women", but her in-laws would not allow it. "His next girlfriend was not a lady. She did 
not send [me] any presents. She was a burden instead." Nowam never told him about 
her lovers, however, as she was not sure if he would tolerate that.
Today she says she is past the age of having children and so no longer uses a 
contraceptive. Furthermore, she has no lover now because, she says, she has "lost 
interest". Rather, her economic and emotional support is gained from her membership 
of the Zionist church. "I pray now only for the love of God, not of a man."
Of her sister-in-law, Notiki, Nowam says, "she has no lover at present. She does not 
attract [good] men, only stupid, lazy ones or younger ones". While Notiki occasionally 
has affairs with the "stupid, lazy" men, she is apparently reluctant to get involved with 
the younger ones although Nowam says she should agree as "they would help her work 
in the garden". Lovers are therefore widely recognised as a good source of labour!
Nosisi in household 2 admitted to having taken lovers, but declined from speaking any 
further of what was "in the past". Today, she says, she is only concerned with making 
her husband love her more. "I don’t resent the work I do. Everything I do while my 
husband is away [as a watchman] is to impress him, so he will love me more."
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However, it must be kept in mind that, in traditional terms, Nosisi has a good supply of 
labour in her two daughters, and this will be improved even more when her daughter- 
in-law returns. Should she so please, she could indulge her senior position and take 
on an increasingly managerial role, her work merely being to supervise her junior. Thus, 
comparatively speaking, she feels little strain with regard to her labour needs in the home 
and can, without much stress, quite easily impress her husband.
Furthermore, and more importantly, her husband retains absolute control over the 
finances - the remittances and his wage as a watchman - while Nosisi earns no 
independent income in the informal sector. Thus, being totally reliant on her husband 
economically, she has little choice other than to be amenable to him in every respect.
In conclusion, while some women may claim to take lovers for personal and not 
economic reasons, the economic imperative figures largely in their decision to keep him 
or not. It is quite clear, however, that for many women, lovers are taken primarily for 
economic reasons and any other feeling flows from the degree of their contribution.
Men who are away on migrant labour are almost expected to take lovers to support 
them through the lonely years. This is not seen as a threat, so long as they continue to 
support the rural household. Yet woman, by virtue of their remaining in the rural area 
which is perceived by men as their sanctuary from the corruption of the city, are expected 
to survive alone, faithful to their husbands. A contradiction arises out of the situation, 
however, in that the women struggle to survive with insunicient support from their absent 
husbands, and yet within the rural support system, labour and financial aid are generally 
only forthcoming in exchange for sex. The caretaker provides little in the way of help 
while the lover supplies physical, emotional and financial support to the woman.
A further system of double standards exists in that, while it is widely acknowledged that 
rural men frequently take lovers, they expect their wives, who they are cheating on, to 
remain faithful to them. These men, so long as they continue to support their household 
sufficiently, enjoy little recrimination for their behaviour and so can operate fairly openly. 
It is more to protect their resources, that is, the cattle or money they would have to pay 
the offended husband if he found out, that they do practice some restraint than because 
they fear any moral recrimination. For the women, however, adultery is a moral offence. 
Thus, the women must cover their tracks with secrecy and deceit.
Yet the women feel a very real loss with their husbands away - emotionally and 
practically. Even if the caretaker filled a more practical role, as they feel he should, it is 
unlikely that extra-marital affairs would diminish as women still feel the need for emotional 
support in the absence of their men.
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7. Religion
While most community members still worship ancestors, some have joined either of the 
two churches in the area: Methodist or Zionist. Households 1 and 2 are ancestor 
worshippers, household 3 has some Zionist members, and household 4 are all Metho­
dists. According to the ‘Christians’, as they term themselves, their faiths are "the same" 
except that "Zionists beat drums, clap their hands, dance and sing choruses while 
Methodists sing hymns as well, and only clap to choruses"! In Shixini, the Zionist is the 
newer of the two churches.
Both Nowisile and Nowam found their new religions in times of personal stress, as a 
new means of support rather than a conversion of faith. Since then, all of household 4 
has stopped attending. However Nowam in household 3 still practises regularly.
In household 4, Nowisile said she became a Methodist soon after she married. She 
was unhappy and could not conceive for five years, so she "consoled herself with 
religion". In a community where fertility is a major resource and source of status, 
Nowisile was consoled emotionally by her religion which shares such values as marriage 
for love and not by arrangement, and also by accepting, rather than criticizing, her 
childless state. Once she conceived,however, she settled into marriage and her faith 
fell by the wayside. Vazi converted while working in Johannesburg and experiencing 
problems in his marriage.
Nowisile is raising all three children in both traditional and modern faiths. She says her 
family participates "no differently" in the community to the ancestor worshippers and so 
she enjoys living the same lifestyle as the other, but has the comfort and security of 
knowing there exists another support group which she can potentially utilise in times of 
dire need.
Nowam, of household 3, became a Zionist 12 years ago, converting shortly after her 
husband died. Rumours that her husband’s death was caused by witchcraft due to her 
lover being of the same clan as her husband, and having an intense affair with her to 
the exclusion of his own homestead (which caused the community to look upon him 
with revulsion and his kin to ostracize him) probably had a strong part in her conversion 
(Mayer, 1978 : 118,119). She says: "Before I was a Zionist, I was vulgar. But when I 
became a Zionist, I became humble and human."
For her, religion meant catharsis of the whole tragedy as well as acceptance by a group 
of people, not of her immediate neighbourhood, who would not necessarily point fingers 
at her every day. Subsequently, it has become something with provides not only moral 
and emotional support, but also economic support. She relies heavily on her fellow 
Zionist church members in the discussion of family problems, work parties, and 
sometimes even financial matters. For Nowam, the church operates in a complemen­
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tary, not competitive, role in the community. This is borne out by her attendance at 
community rituals such as beer drinks, although she refuses to drink anything alcoholic. 
Notiki and her children (except Nosomi) are ancestor worshippers but also participate 
in the fields when the Zionists are working (on alternate days to non-Zionist workparties) 
and in the ritual gathering afterwards where tea and marhewu (sour porridge) are served 
instead of beer.
Nowam sees Zionists as being more reliable and hardworking than ancestor worship­
pers. She says, “The Zionists work better. They make a thorough job [of it]. Those 
who drink are in a hurry to finish [to enjoy the beer drink afterwards] and they drink while 
they work."
Nowam has given up smoking and alcohol in accordance with Zionist custom. She says 
her religion is "not against her participating in traditional rituals" so long as she does not 
lose her faith. For example, she says "even Christians have to be circumcised to be 
accepted into manhood" and will pay for Njeya’s circumcision when the time arises. Of 
the community’s medical facilities, she says she would happily utilise both the clinic and 
a local spiritualist (mthandezeli - who uses water which has been blessed) if she fell ill 
because they "believe in the word of God". However, she doubts she would use a 
diviner.
Nowam has a very progressive attitude towards the woman’s role in the community - 
influenced heavily by her religion. She raised Nosomi from the age of two while Notiki 
was working in East London. "I taught her Zionist values and habits of humility and hard 
work." She sees these as having a decided influence on Nosomi’s advanced school 
performance and encourages her to follow her own daughter’s example and work in 
the city. These values will make her a "good remitter", she says.
Encouraging such economic independence in women does not conform with conser­
vative norms, however, which stress the subordinate role of women and argue in favour 
of them remaining at home. So Nowam enjoys her religion because its value system 
complements hers. Potential exists for conflict between the traditional and new faiths, 
but this is averted by stressing their complementary nature. Nowam stresses the 
positive role of Zionism in the community and says their philosophy is to accept any 
ancestral rites so long as their faith remains true to God. In this way, she can utilize 
both neighbourhood and church resources to her economic advantage, without conflict.
The western, Christian influence of church thus provides a strong measure of support 
to those who deviate from the norm (the traditional, conservative code) by offering an 
alternate set of values to the deviant. Together with Christian education (which has, if 
anything, a stronger influence), the church supports any inclination towards increased 
individualism and economic independence which leads the woman into the public,
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economic spheres of life traditionally dominated by men. Nowisile’s aspirations were 
squashed by her parents, but Nowam lives hers through her daughter. Where practised 
complementarily with the traditional system in the community, these new religions offer 
alternative options in practical help which can be utilised without fear of criticism or 
ostracism.
8. Income and Expenditure : Remittances and the Informal Sector
Table 5 indicates the total cash income over the four months from December 1987 to 
March 1988.
Key to Table 5:
11nformal sector amounts, and sometimes even migrant remittances, should be taken 
as somewhat unreliable estimates as no records are kept and people often forget exact 
dates and amounts. Furthermore, women who keep a proportion of their earnings in 
the informal sector for personal use may not reveal the exact amount they make for fear 
that their husbands claim it.
2The household size may increase temporarily when a migrant returns for a holiday.
3Kayise remits every two or three months, therefore this figure does not accurately reflect 
the actual income of the household. He in fact remitted fairly large sums the month 
before and the month after the timespan utilised above.
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Table 5: Total Cash Income Over Four Months:
House­
hold Pension
Number Name (Bi-monthly) Remittances Informal sector1
1. Vuso R264
(R132 x 2)
Nomsa R264 R50 - making grass 
mats/trays, brewing 
beer
Molose R10
Siyanda R20
Linda R70
R528 R100
Total: R678 for 3-4 people2 (approximately R226 per month)
2. Ntamo R300 (R75/month -nightwatch 
man of local hikers’ huts)
Kofu R150
R450
Total: R450 for 6-7 people (approximately R75 per month)
3. Nowam R264 R100
Nomtha R50
Mava R100
R264 R150 R100
Total: R514 for 6 people (approximately R85 per month)
4. Kayise R180
Nkwala R4
R184
Total: R184 for 5-6 people (approximately R36 per month)3
Domestic strategies of rural Transkeian women 42.
Pensions are a vital source of income. With independence in 1976, all Transkei citizens 
were required to register their personal details for the nationwide issue of identity books. 
Informants say, however, that many people could only estimate their ages and anyhow 
decreased their given age in the hope of improving their chances in the labour market. 
Today, these same people who should be eligible for pension cannot apply as their 
identity books reflect their ages as younger than they actually are.
It is customary for women to try to earn money in the informal sector to supplement 
remittances in order to keep the household afloat. Men generate income through 
migrant labour and the sale of livestock and grain, the two most important and 
prestigious cash-earning items, which they control. However, generally, only enough 
grain is harvested for the subsistence of the family, and stock are an investment item 
which are not readily sold; thus, it is left to the women to find alternative means of 
supplementing the household income if they wish for greater economic independence.
Women are limited to earning ‘small’ sums of money. The opportunities available 
include brewing, weaving, growing tobacco, and selling pigs. Because these sums of 
money are small, women have an uncontested right to keep them for themselves. 
Although women have the power to spend this money as they please, it is generally 
expected that it will be spent on the homestead buying, for example, maize, tea or sugar 
when these run short.
Mayer (1978 : 133) says some women base their claim to cash earned in the informal 
sector on their labour input. Thus, they may legitimately lay claim to cash returns from 
their tobacco crops, their weaving, their brewing, and so on. The biggest thing a woman 
can sell are her pigs. These are her property and, since reared by her, she can sell 
them and do with the money what she pleases. Cultivation of vegetables such as maize 
and pumpkin which make up the staple diet is shared by women and men, the men 
controlling the ploughing and the women the hoeing and weeding, while both share 
reaping and planting. Yet the grain is said to ‘belong’ to the men. If we could understand 
exactly how they gained control of this crop, it would help to understand how they may 
try (if at all) to control any future crops which might be produced by women for sale.
Out of the four households, household 4 is by far the poorest. Nowisile enjoys a fairly 
regular income every two or three months of relatively large amounts from her migrant 
husband, but she has several dependents who share few of the household chores. A 
woman’s participation in the informal sector depends on various factors, most especially 
necessity, time and inclination. Nowisile enjoys none of these as she must bear most of 
the domestic load herself and so hardly participates in the informal sector at all. Her 
misfortune in having her new hut destroyed by rain soon after being built (at a cost of 
R200) in 1987 means that all five household members live in one hut which is in poor 
condition, the sagging thatch black with soot and held up with a pole.
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Enough food is brought into the household by cultivating both field and garden, but the 
shortage of labour necessitates hiring workers to a greater extent than in the other 
households. Thus, household 4 depends heavily on its cash income. However, 
Nowisile hardly participates in the informal sector as, firstly, she is left with little inclination 
(lacking the time or energy) to do this extra work anyway; and, secondly, if she is really 
in dire straits, her lover helps her out financially.
Ten years ago, when Mayer conducted his research in the Transkei, he found that the 
sale of ‘European’ liquor, Jabulani (a commercial beer brewed overnight) and umqom- 
boti (‘Bantu’ beer) was not considered "quite respectable" for ordinary Red women and 
was practised mainly by widows who had "deviated in one way or another from the Red 
code - by dress, living in town with their husband or joining a church". Today, Red 
women brew beer for sale with no loss of status; however, the sale of liquor is still frowned 
upon somewhat.
Nowisile occasionally sells ‘European’ beer to her neighbours which she buys in the 
nearest town. However, she only ever keeps a store of a few bottles as it is too much 
hard labour carrying crates of beer from the bus drop-off point, about a 50 minute walk 
away. Thus, after paying her return bus fare, she barely makes a profit.
In household 2, Nosisi does not participate at all in the informal sector. Although she 
has enough labour to free her to weave or brew, she does not seem to be so inclined 
- even though the household’s income is somewhat limited. Perhaps this is so that she 
can have some time to relax, as a woman of her ‘senior’ status should (by traditional 
standards); but more than likely it is simply because she sees no immediate need, the 
household enjoying sufficient in the way of labour and, for the most part, in cash. With 
her husband and his brother both in the process of applying for pensions, she sees the 
future as holding no immediate financial threat. Her husband’s absolute control over 
the household’s income places her in a position of total dependence on him, however.
Household 1 and 3 contribute regularly toward the household economy by participating 
in the informal sector. In household 1, Nomsa, besides keeping a spotless house, finds 
the time to brew or make reed mats and tries to sell. An extremely hard worker, her 
additional labour in the informal sector brings in that little extra for a rainy day (which 
might well include the possibility of having to resettle elsewhere and start again). Nomsa 
is very proud of her resourcefulness and self-reliance.
Household 1 appears to be in the most lucrative position enjoying the highest income 
with the lowest number of immediate dependents. There are other variables, however, 
which must be taken into consideration. For example, they lack the labour required to 
survive comfortably and the cattle from which prestige is reaped. Furthermore, two of 
the absentee members (Mina and Linda) are still uncircumcised and some of this income
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(especially considering the household possesses no cattle) must doubtless be kept 
towards their circumcision into manhood, and towards their lobola, so that they can one 
day marry. They had sufficient income last year to buy a grain tank for R160, their major 
large expense of the year. This state of relative wealth must also be seen in perspective 
as it has not always been the case due to the long period of Vuso’s "desertion".
In household 3, Nowam cultivates and sells tobacco, and weaves reed mats and trays, 
not for pleasure but out of dire necessity. Reliant on one garden and only a small 
income, she needs to utilise every resource available to survive. For example, most 
years her household suffers a severe shortage of maize crops due to the lack of a fertile 
field. The headman refuses to allocate her a new field until the resettlement threat has 
been settled. The various crops grown in Nowam’s garden cannot compensate 
sufficiently. Thus, much of her cash income is spent on replenishing this staple food 
from the trading store. Her major expense last year she recalls as being the R40 spent 
on fertilizer. This year she anticipates having to raise R60 to repair her garden’s fence. 
Her income would be boosted considerably if Notiki applied for a disability grant but 
"she stubbornly refuses". Nowam says she thinks this is out of ignorance of the 
procedures and will have to find the time to go and apply for her.
Households 2 and 3 appear to be relatively on a par with each other as far as regular 
income and number of immediate dependents is concerned. However, this does not 
make each household equally able to function on a daily basis. The spread of labour 
in household 2 facilitates the easier completion of daily chores, while in household 3, 
Nowam may credit her dependents with their aid, but observation reveals that she carries 
by far the greater load of work by herself while the others get by with as little as possible. 
Her load should be eased with the return of her daughter-in-law, however, if the children 
contribute toward caring for the infant.
Ironically, therefore, it is those households which do not need the additional income 
from the informal sector (such as household 2) which enjoy the time and energy, but 
not the inclination, to participate in the informal economy. The households which 
desperately need extra cash, like household 3, are already suffering under a heavy load 
of work and debt and struggle to find the time and energy, even though they might have 
the inclination, to perform these extra cash-earning tasks.
9. Responsibility, Authority and Freedom
Authority can be expressed in several ways: for example, in the daily organisational 
authority the household head exerts over the homestead, or in the monopoly on decision 
making and ritual which males exert over community affairs.
In every household, public rituals to do with community affairs and ancestor worship 
are controlled by the men. Thus, where husbands are present, they perform these
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chores; where absent or deceased, the caretaker does the job. As Nowam said of her 
caretaker, the only time he is indispensable is in the performance of ritual.
The women only control ritual restricted to the privacy of the home. For example, a 
new-born baby, before being carried across a hut, is stripped naked and laid in the 
hearth for the ancestor’s ‘inspection’. The other women in the hut ensure that the ritual 
is carried out, thus acting as a sanction on each others’ behaviour and, at the same 
time, reinforcing and perpetuating traditional ways.
By maintaining absolute control of public ritual, men are given a special position which 
sets them apart and gives them privilege. This separation gives them the right to impose 
authority on others, thus justifying their dominance of women and juniors. Furthermore, 
in representing the community, men depict the traditional as sacrosanct, which serves 
to reinforce and perpetuate the traditional ideology of domination and hierarchy. The 
hierarchical categories are psychologically real and achieve a sense of order in the 
community. They serve to position every one according to their ‘place’ ensuring the 
perpetuation of the status quo. Furthermore they reinforce the bonds which are vital to 
the survival of the community. This is especially important with, firstly, the increasing 
authority of women and, secondly, the increasing independence of young men, all of 
which threatens the traditional role of senior men in the community.
Public meetings are generally held fortnightly at the headman’s homestead to announce 
ward or sub-ward decisions or to hear minor cases. Ideally, it is expected that someone 
from each household will attend these meetings quite regularly or else the household 
head may be rebuked. More rarely, meetings are held at the chief’s ‘great place’ to 
make formal announcements on community affairs or to discuss with community 
members such issues as resettlement. Attendance at these meetings was only opened 
to women in 1988 although some are still restricted to men only.
The husbands in households 1 and 2 sometimes attend public meetings alone although 
their wives, if they are interested in the agenda (which is announced in advance at the 
school), would not hesitate to accompany them. At the most recent meeting at the 
‘great place’ on the subject of resettlement, only men were invited. The wives of both 
households said they did not mind not being allowed to attend this meeting even though, 
before their husbands’ permanent return from migrant labour, they had run the homes­
tead alone for many years. The wife of household 1 said that, if her husband was away, 
the caretaker would have attended for her, "His [the caretaker’s] word is final. He is 
fair."
She said she used to attend most of the public meetings when her husband was away 
at which time women were allowed to voice their opinions as the household head, or 
else she would get a male neighbour of her clan to attend and speak up for her. "Times
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are more difficult now than they were before. There is a lot to complain about today so 
women have to stand up and speak."
Where the husbands are present, this does not automatically imply that traditional power 
relationships are maintained. The women’s role must be made sense of against a 
lifespan in which they were largely unsupported by their absent husbands and so 
assumed control of the daily organisational authority necessary to ensure the perfor­
mance of all the tasks vital to the survival of the household.
With their husbands present, the women’s authority is not automatically visible due to 
their apparently subservient role symbolised in their ‘inferior’ sphere of work and the 
‘inferior’ physical space they occupy. Traditional values restrict the woman’s authority 
to the private realm (the home), while her husband dominates the public (politics and 
ritual). Her ‘space’ is also restricted. She sits ‘behind’ the door (on the right hand side), 
symbolically in its shadow, whereas the man, her protector, sits in its light (on the right). 
Yet, in households 1 and 2, both women are extremely strong personalities and the 
relatively healthy state of their homesteads could be attributed to their incredible strength 
of character and sharpness of mind.
Certainly in household 1 in which the researcher resided, Nomsa, while claiming to 
submit to traditional values, in reality has extensive control over her husband’s ‘political’ 
opinions. She influences his every decision, rarely holding back her opinion and often 
even speaking for him where possible. In accordance with Western custom, he would 
be regarded, probably, as the typical ‘hen-pecked’ husband, generally taking a back 
seat when his wife is present! Having been abandoned by him for much of her adult 
life, she bluntly refuses to subordinate herself to him on affairs affecting her homestead 
or her community, commenting volubly on everything and often bullying her husband 
into doing what she wants. When he took a job and a lover in a nearby town a few years 
ago, for example, she felt no compunction in going to the workplace and dragging him 
back home with the argument that, if his money was to be spent on another woman and 
not on her household, he might as well leave the job and put his labour rather into the 
homestead. More recently, she was fully prepared to visit the city and take a stand 
against her daughter-in-law who she saw as the cause of the problem of her married 
son’s diminishing remittances.
At public meetings, her husband might speak out when she is not there, but you could 
be sure his opinions would be greatly influenced by her words, thus, she should be 
accredited with strong (although sometimes only indirect) authority, even in the public 
arena. However, notice must be taken of her sincere belief that she is fulfilling a 
traditional, subservient position to her husband and, moreover, that such a role is good.
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Yes, we have more freedom today, but we are not happy about it as 
traditionally it is a stigma. Traditionally, the woman is dependent on the 
man. She would rather be dependent on the man and not have so 
much freedom.
Thus "freedom" means not only the ability to go to ‘political’ meetings, but also taking 
on greater responsibility and stress. Nomsa’s strong beliefs in the positive contribution 
of traditional, conservative norms and values demonstrates the pervasiveness and 
persistence of the male ideology and its grip on the women - and cannot be underesti­
mated.
In household 2, Nosisi also has an extremely strong, voluble personality, but is more 
reticent about her role in attending public meetings. She demurred from making any 
personal statements which might contradict traditional values or norms. No doubt her 
husband’s absolute control over the finances of the household has a lot to do with this 
as to speak out against tradition is to speak out against her husband and, being in a 
fairly comfortable position compared to the women in the other households, it would 
only jeopardise her position if she rocked the boat.
However, she does not restrict her daughter from speaking out against many traditional 
customs, such as arranged marriages. Thus, while she overtly bows to custom, she 
covertly encourages her daughter to strive for greater personal freedom by not dismis­
sing her daughter’s wish to marry for love and work with her husband in the city, not 
remaining a ‘grass widow’ like the older women. While on the one hand saying that she 
strives to impress her husband in her domestic tasks in every way, she never represses 
her daughter’s assertions (which are never voiced in front of her father) about setting 
up her own homestead with her husband one day away from her mother-in-law so that 
she will not have to perform the resentful burden of work that tradition dictates. Whether 
this is because she agrees with her daughter, or out of the wisdom that it is better to 
say nothing than to stir up rebellion and conflict, we can only speculate.
Certainly, Nosisi’s authority and personal freedom has diminished since her husband’s 
permanent return to the homestead. However, so have her responsibilities - and in the 
trade-off, she seems very happy with her lot. However, he is much older than she is, 
and is a strict and conservative man (as she said herself); thus perhaps she sees no 
alternative options available to her in the face of his strict control of the household.
Nowam, in household 3, says attendance at public meetings is "not compulsory for 
married women, but it is for single women and widows". Furthermore, if, as a widow, 
she does not go, her caretaker does not have to inform her of the meeting. "If you don’t 
do what is expected because you are ignorant of what went on, you can be punished 
for disobedience." Thus, she attends public meetings herself when she can as she says
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her caretaker rarely tells her what is happening even though he attends. This is then a 
further responsibility for many women.
Of her increased authority and responsibility, Nowam says she "would rather have a 
man about the house who she can discuss ideas with. Traditionally we depend on men 
to tell us what to do. Having to think for myself is not freedom, it is too much 
responsibility."
The authority and responsibility the widow bears is thus a lonely burden, especially when 
she has young children and little income. It is thus no wonder the traditional, dependent 
role is preferred - and alternative sources of support such as the church sought out. 
What was freedom when she had the financial support of her husband has become a 
burden of responsibility now that he is gone, making the traditional role seem eminently 
preferable.
In household 4, Nowisile relies entirely on her caretaker to attend public meetings for 
her unless she is specifically called. She is not much interested in the ‘politics’ of the 
community unless it affects her directly, preferring to leave that to the men.
With her husband away, she says she worries about the added responsibility, but enjoys 
the freedom of having no-one to nag her. "When he’s around I must ask permission to 
go anywhere. Now, I can go, without asking, wherever I want - even to beer drinks - 
without even cooking if I want."
However, she is totally reliant on her husband’s monetary contribution, having no other 
source of income. This means that she reverts publicly to her traditional subservient 
role as soon as he returns, although this may be undermined somewhat in her covert 
encouragement of more progressive attitudes in her children.
In conclusion, the women’s strength of character and resourcefulness must be kept in 
mind with regard to their ability to influence the men’s will and opinions and they should 
be seen as having a greater influence on their husband’s decisions than they conscious­
ly realise and thus, indirectly, on the wider community. However, the fact that meetings 
concerning details or decisions which could have the most critical impact on their lives, 
such as the issue of resettlement, are restricted to men only, means that, in the final 
analysis, men do have the ultimate word in political power in the community. Further­
more, where the women are totally reliant on their men economically, women may enjoy 
greater freedom and authority while the men are away, but conform immediately they 
return. In household 1, Nomsa enjoys greater public opinion, due to the moral control 
she exercises over her husband.
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This general conformity to traditional roles must be understood not as creating frustra­
tion among women, but rather as a sense of relief at being able to relinquish the burden 
of responsibility they have borne for so many years. Irritation and frustration may occur 
if the husband tries to put too harsh a yoke on his wife, expecting her to consult him in 
everything as if newly married. However, the woman’s role in maintaining the homes­
tead for so many years gives her the power to take a stand against such constricting 
rule and she thus enjoys an element of freedom and authority within the traditional 
constraints of gender roles.
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5. Gender, Generation and the Idiom of Submission
Ten years ago, Mayer (1978 : 62) reached the conclusion that, over "two or more 
generations", the physical workload of rural Transkeian women was "unlikely to be a 
major problem" due to the increase in available female labour as opposed to the relatively 
static relations of production, techniques of production and area of cultivated land. He 
concludes further, however, that the economic reality contradicts the ideology of female 
subordination as, during the men’s long absence, the women have taken over "a major 
share of the most prestigious components of the male role decision-making and 
transacting".
Today, 10 years later, women’s ‘traditional’ chores have changed little, but households 
are increasingly threatened with a shortage of labour - of absent daughters-in-law and 
children at school. The aged mother must continue to labour around the homestead, 
fulfilling her own chores and, in certain households, also the man’s decision-making and 
responsibilities. This is contrary to the workload women expect according to the ideal 
developmental cycle.
In three of the four households under observation, the absent sons are married - yet 
none of the daughters-in-law are present in the community. While two will be returning, 
it is important to note that the absence of these women is becoming more and more 
frequent, and the goal of many of the younger generation of women is to establish their 
independence entirely. The absence of this labour is sorely felt by the ageing mother- 
in-law. She must carry the burden of work at a stage in her life where she should be 
close to ‘retiring’. With her daughters and daughters-in-law gone, however, this is 
impossible - unless the household enjoys a good income which can be utilised to hire 
labour.
Therefore, the available cash resources also play a major role in determining how 
women experience their workload. The most sorely hit are the widows under the age 
of 60 who cannot yet claim a pension. For such a woman, a cash shortage precludes 
the hiring of labour which means that, if she has no lover and her caretaker refuses to 
do any manual chores, she must undertake these herself. She will, therefore, experi­
ence a vastly different workload to women in households where the husband is present, 
or absent and remitting.
For many widows, therefore, merely performing one’s own chores, such as cultivating, 
is a problem when a cash shortage makes it difficult to purchase seed and fertilizer, 
fencing, and labour. When this is then further compounded by women having to perform 
men’s work, women take on an added physical and psychological burden.
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Of course, there are options in the community, available to all women, which can be 
used to ease their burden. These include fostering children or adults who help with the 
work or bring in an income; taking a lover who may help financially and with the physical 
workload; or utilising work parties of neighbourhood and kin as well as church bonds 
to bring in additional help.
Thus, we can see that there are several factors which determine the extent to which 
women experience their workload differentially. These include the presence or absence 
of a husband, daughter-in-law, children, and the extent of the household income. 
Therefore, Mayer’s former conclusion that "the physical work load of women is unlikely 
to be a major problem" cannot be applied generally to all households.
Furthermore, Mayer fails to recognise that the increase in psychological strain is part of 
the "work load" although the women themselves clearly see it that way. The fact that 
the women have taken over "a major share of the most prestigious components of the 
male role - decision making and transacting" (ibid : 62), means an enormous increase 
in their workload, specifically because the psychological strain of responsibility for public 
affairs relating to the umzi are not the woman’s traditional burden. Decision-making and 
transacting are a heavy burden on women who have not been raised to play this role. 
For example, it takes confidence and competence to be able to face the men, using 
unfamiliar negotiating skills, to secure the ploughing of your field in time, or to speak out 
at a public meeting dominated by men and risk derision. It is, therefore, important to 
measure the woman’s general experience in terms of the conflict which their selection 
of options generates in the household and the psychological strain they must bear.
Women clearly do suffer strain under the present migrant labour system. For the women 
whose men are present, ‘traditional’ gender roles alleviate the workload somewhat. 
Problematic, however, is the increasing absence of daughters-in-law in the community 
which forces senior women to relinquish their managerial role and, of necessity, to 
contribute their labour at a time when they, according to the traditional developmental 
process for women, should be relaxing and enjoying the prestige which accompanies 
seniority. The daughter-in-law’s absence furthermore increases the likelihood of the 
son spending less time at home, remitting less to the rural household and eventually 
even coming to see town as ‘home’.
Then, too, those women whose men are absent or deceased, especially if they also 
have little income, no children at home or their children are still very small, feel the strain 
of the workload. These are the women who rely most heavily on labour external to the 
homestead. They utilise their ties with the church, their lovers, their caretaker, and their 
neighbours and kin to a far greater extent than those whose husbands are present. Of 
these options, the caretaker is regarded as absolutely necessary for ritual and political 
activity, but otherwise generally as a nuisance. He cannot be relied on in the same way
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as a husband, yet claims responsibility as an excuse to exploit the homestead as a 
source of meat and beer. The lover, on the other hand, is seen as the most fruitful 
source of labour. Neighbours and kin can generally be relied on but, as with all the 
others, only within certain limits.
For the women expected to bear the added burden and psychological strain of male 
administrative duties, the survival of the homestead may not be a critical problem, relying 
as they can on various resources in the community, but it is a situation which makes 
harsh demands on the woman who, at4he same time, views her fellow women with 
husbands enjoying their senior years in a more relaxed, convivial manner.
The children, who carry a large proportion of the work load as well as attending school, 
also suffer under the migrant labour system. Their education suffers as there is much 
truancy. Many children claim that, on days when they are "only singing choruses" or 
"cleaning the school" they would much rather be at home completing their chores. The 
parents generally accept such excuses without checking up on their children, mostly 
quite happy that their children are "lazy about going to school" as it means more labour 
about the homestead.
For the men’s part, those who are absent migrant labourers certainly shoulder a heavy 
burden with one foot in the ‘white man’s world’ and the other at home. However, the 
men who remain at home in the rural areas take on little work or responsibility beyond 
their own homestead. They still perform only those tasks which they regard as suitable 
to their gender and, even in the role as caretaker, assume little real additional respon­
sibility and almost no additional burden of manual labour. Yet they expect the women 
to assume additional male chores as a matter of course, or to find the labour without 
resorting to ‘immoral’ means even when they know the shortage of cash often makes 
the hiring of labour an impossibility. It is only when, as lovers, they receive sex in return 
for their labour that the men willingly contribute something extra.
As Mayer suggests, the economic reality contradicts the ideology of female subordina­
tion. Yet, if women have only a history of struggle to look forward to, with a few 
unqualified contributions from the men in the community, why is there so little overt 
conflict between men and women. Do they at heart still accept male domination?
We have seen that the men still firmly control the ritual aspects, the most important 
political aspects, most of the economy, as well as the moot and the apportioning of land 
in the community. Hence, it would seem that power relationships are still unequal with 
the women held in a subordinate position to the men. But how subordinate and how 
submissive are they actually? Is this just posturing, or do they truly believe they are 
subordinate, and that it is morally right to be subservient to men? In other words, how
Domestic strategies of rural Transkeian women 53.
pervasive is the idiom of subservience in rural Transkei today and how is any potential
conflict averted?
To married women, after decades of hard physical labour and mental exhaustion in 
running the homestead, subordination is freedom. Many say they enjoy social inde­
pendence from their absent husbands, and the freedom from having to consult him 
continually about work and behaviour. Yet, weighed against the strain of total respon­
sibility for the household, all say they prefer the tradition of the husband bearing this 
load as, in the long run, they feel the strain is too much to bear. In the trade-off between 
independence from men and independence from responsibility, women happily settle 
for restrained, submissive behaviour in return for less work stress. Thus, a return to the 
subordinate role with the husband’s retirement from migrant labour is seen by married 
women as a release, not a yoke; a time to retire, together with their husband, from much 
of the most strenuous physical work, to enjoy their prestigious senior years acting out 
a relaxed, managerial role.
But the decades of increased responsibility, authority and independence cannot be 
written off so easily. Thus, where the husbands are absent or dead, women do not 
easily accept being bossed around by kinsmen, especially as the women are still 
expected to bear alone the daily burden of keeping the household afloat. After years 
of solitary struggle, rural Transkeian women clearly know their own worth and rebel 
against expectations from their kinsmen that they act subserviently to them, as they 
would towards their husbands. Thus, while the husband is away, women publicly toe 
the line, while covertly undermining the men’s control by such activities as taking secret 
lovers and practising contraception. When they are caught out they are punished for 
deviating from normative behaviour which is seen as disturbing the sense of order. 
However, by controlling community politics (which ‘make the rules’) and ritual (which 
‘enforces the rules’) as well as the economy. Men have the ultimate power in the 
community. Women have no independent economic base from which to confront men’s 
power over the rules. Thus, men may ‘bend the rules’ for themselves, such as taking 
lovers quite openly in the city while denying the same right to their wives at home. These 
double standards demonstrate the power of the men over the women.
Women with absent husbands are at least comforted by the thought that one day they 
will return home permanently and take over their traditional chores and responsibilities. 
In this case, they are secure in the knowledge of their increased authority due to their 
seniority and years of successfully running the homestead. Thus they know that, while 
their submissive behaviour will save their husband’s face in public (something necessary 
as they still expect him to assume the dominant public role with its attendant chores), 
their marriage partnership has become in fact a far more equal affair with the woman 
enjoying considerable influence over her husband’s opinions and actions. Obbo 
(1981 : 147) says urban and rural women in central Africa utilise similar ploys of
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submissiveness to get their own way in patriarchal environments. The manipulation of 
the traditional virtue of subservient behaviour lessens the threat to men of the women’s 
increased authority. Women feigning ignorance and obedience make men feel in 
control.
However, widows, unable to look forward to ‘retiring’ from their responsibility unless 
they remarry, are therefore the most outspoken against male expectations of subser­
vience. They can expect to have to carry their responsibilities well into old age - at least 
until their sons can retire to the homestead. Yet even the widow must restrain her tongue 
as she still relies on the men in the community to perform ritual and political functions 
without which she would lose the respect and support of her neighbours and kin. 
Furthermore, rituals involving sacrifices to the ancestors which are regarded as vital to 
the welfare of the household cannot be performed when there is quarrelling or conflict 
between lineage members. Therefore, superficially at least, relations between kin must 
appear normal. So the elder men can use their power to communicate with the 
ancestors to control dissident members of the local descent group.
A goal of increasing independence is widely prevalent among the younger generation. 
Young girls witness the increasing daily administrative duties which fall to women as 
well as the increasing role in the public sphere. This is compounded by increasing 
education (the population has increased, schooling is now enforced, and the number 
of standards offered has increased) which also presents a new set of values emphasis­
ing such western norms as marriage for love and individualism. While these young girls 
do not question their ultimate subordination to men, they feel that their increasing 
independence and capabilities of women are wasted in the rural areas. Enjoying a 
strong (if perhaps idealistic) appreciation of their own economic worth, they would rather 
join their husbands in the cities and, working jointly, earn enough to establish their own 
homestead, at which time the woman will retire to run the rural home while the man 
continues earning in the city.
As the first generation of women to reach adulthood with a strong belief in their ability 
to establish an independent economic base, they are shrugging off the authority of the 
seniors in the community, including their traditional role as son and daughter-in-law in 
their parents’ homestead. As Goody states (1982 :186), "with increasing education, no 
longer does age in itself lead to positions of importance. Rather, skills, based on 
education, become a critical factor".
The scenario they envisage is somewhat idealistic in the present context, however. The 
line of reasoning is that, while they may set up nearby to lend a hand, they will enjoy the 
fruits of their own labour independently of their parents. However, in the light of the 
labour needed to cope with domestic activities, this somewhat idealistic rationale would 
not have much hope of succeeding. The extended family set-up exists as a logical
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response to the traditional ties which the younger generation are so keen to shrug off. 
Thus, unless new alternatives develop in the rural areas, it is likely that, in the future, 
these young women will at least resort to the traditional extended family network, if not 
becoming part of the extended family itself.
This is partly the reason why the elders see resettlement as such a threat. Besides the 
social disintegration of neighbourhood and kinship networks, resettlement offers the 
younger generation an excuse to leave the parental homestead and establish an 
independent base and identity nearby. Resettlement, in splitting the family but locating 
them nearby, therefore offers a compromise between the nuclear and extended family 
which facilitates the younger generation’s desire for independence as it offers a solution 
to the problem of labour shortage for such activities as child care. On the other hand, 
even where the younger generation would happily remain in the parental homestead, 
resettlement could force a split in the family.
Thus, the elders utilise their ritual and political power not only to control potential 
dissidents of the female sex, but also to control the younger generation. As Goody 
(ibid : 261) says, a person who breaks away from the lineage descent group becomes 
"a stateless person without the protection of one’s kin, without right in land or access 
to the shrines which alone ensure health and fertility".
Ultimately, women in rural Transkei are willingly subordinate to their husbands, if not to 
all men. But this does not mean that they lack power. Their publicly subservient 
behaviour acts, on the one hand, to perpetuate their subordinate position. However, 
on the other, it is a means by which they can put their influence into practice, albeit in a 
covert manner, without increasing the potential for conflict in a society already under 
tremendous pressure. In contemporary Transkei, we can therefore conclude, migrant 
labour is integrated into the rural domestic setting without any serious blurring of 
patriarchal lines.
However, the next decade will be a telling one for this particular area in the rural Transkei.
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